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	 	 	 that	goads	you	into	faux-pas	after	faux-pas?	
	
Likewise,	the	‘Here	lieth	a	bee’	line	explored	in	Section	3.5.1	(Act	V,	Scene	
1,	McGough	2008:	15)	and	the	repeated	‘old	English	sayings’	device	
discussed	in	Chapter	3.6.3	are	each	mentioned	by	four	separate	writers.	
Even	the	reference	to	The	Priory	(Act	IV,	Scene	3,	McGough	2008:	53),	
which	McGough	himself	thought	often	passed	unnoticed	by	audiences	(see	
Section	3.5.3),	is	specifically	mentioned	by	two	different	writers.	
	
																																																								
61	Evaluation	of	the	press	material	published	by	the	Liverpool	Everyman	theatre	for	the	
productions	of	Tartuffe	staged	at	that	theatre	in	2008	and	2011	reveals	that	none	of	the	
press	releases	contained	any	mention	of	these	textual	examples.	We	can	assume,	
therefore,	that	the	reviewers	of	the	Liverpool	performances	did	actually	attend	the	play	
and	were	not	simply	recycling	material	distributed	by	the	theatre.	Of	course,	it	is	possible	
that	reviewers	writing	for	the	local	press	in	the	other	English	towns	in	which	Tartuffe	was	
performed	in	2011	may	have	borrowed	some	ideas	from	the	articles	published	by	the	
Liverpool	reviewers,	and	that	this	might	explain	the	consistency	in	the	textual	examples	
cited.	For	the	purposes	of	this	analysis,	however,	I	would	suggest	that	we	should	assume	
that	this	was	not	the	case.	
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The	flow	of	Molière's	razor-sharp	dialogue	is	newly	sprinkled	with	
everyday	expressions	and	allusions,	including	a	reference	even	to	
the	Priory	(Walker	2011,	n.p.).	
	
Although	the	audience	didn’t	always	get	the	references,	such	as	
mentioning	the	Priory	as	an	alternative	to	the	convent,	we	all	
seemed	to	be	having	a	good	time	(Evans	2008:	n.p.).	
	
Here,	there	will	obviously	be	a	strong	synergistic	effect	if	spectators	read	
more	than	one	review	or	blog	before	attending	a	performance	of	Tartuffe	
and	both	pieces	mention	the	same	pun	or	play	on	words.	
	
Finally,	I	would	like	to	draw	attention	to	the	fact	that	reviews	and	blogs	can	
themselves	sometimes	explicitly	refer	to	a	playwright’s	voice,	such	that	
readers	may	potentially	receive	a	play	in	a	different	way	from	that	which	
might	otherwise	be	the	case.	In	this	corpus,	for	example,	we	can	find	
reference	to	McGough’s	voice	(using	the	term	in	a	very	similar	sense	to	
that	defined	in	Section	1.2)	in	the	following.	
	
In	many	ways	it	has	become	McGough's	play.	One	can	almost	hear	
the	inflection	of	his	voice,	the	intonation	and	the	accent.	In	fact	I	
would	[love]	to	hear	him	read	it	(Young	2011:	n.p.).	
	
It’s	both	a	strength	and	weakness	of	Gemma	Bodinetz’s	production	
that	everybody	–	bar	Colin	Tierney’s	shifty-eyed	Tartuffe,	who	talks	
in	uncouth	prose	–	sounds	like	a	bit	of	the	same	McGough	poem.	
Which	is	what	they	are,	in	a	sense,	but	the	voices	are	so	
overwhelmingly	McGough-ish	that	the	characters	lose	a	certain	
amount	of	definition	(unknown	2011:	n.p.).	
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McGough	himself	is	even	cited	in	a	review	in	The	Journal	on	the	subject	of	
voice,	claiming	that	‘I	put	[other	people’s	translations]	aside	and	let	the	
characters	speak,	as	it	were,	and	I	found	I	was	able	to	give	voice	to	them’	
(Hodgson	2011:	n.p.).	While	McGough	does	not	presumably	mean	to	imply	
that	these	characters	then	speak	with	his	own	voice,	it	is	not	unreasonable	
to	assume	that	readers	of	this	review	might	infer	from	such	a	comment	
that	McGough	was	suggesting	that	he	gave	the	characters	a	voice	by	
injecting	some	of	his	own	familiar	authorial	style	(see	Section	1.2).	
	
Of	course,	without	a	valid	benchmark	for	comparison	over	and	above	the	
imaginary	English	version	of	Tartuffe	discussed	previously,	it	is	difficult	to	
judge	whether	McGough’s	voice	is	actually	an	ersatz	Molière	voice	(since	
neither	the	reviewers	nor	the	spectators	are	likely	to	have	a	clear	
perception	of	the	source-text	playwright’s	authorial	voice	unless	they	have	
studied	his	work	in	detail),	or	whether	the	character	definition	in	
McGough’s	Tartuffe	is	any	less	or	any	greater	than	it	would	have	appeared	
to	theatregoers	in	the	17th	century	watching	a	performance	of	Molière’s	
original	play	(which	even	serious	scholars	of	Molière	might	struggle	to	
demonstrate).	In	any	event,	irrespective	of	whether	spectators	are	primed	
by	the	views	or	observations	expressed	above	to	actively	hear	McGough’s	
voice	or	merely	to	infer	a	consistent	voice	by	default,	the	fact	remains	that	
such	reviews	and	blog	posts	are	likely	to	sensitise	readers	to	the	issue	of	
voice.	This	will	then	potentially	encourage	them	to	focus	on	the	
McGoughisms	in	the	text	to	a	much	greater	extent	that	would	have	been	
the	case	if	they	had	not	read	these	articles	before	attending	the	
performance.		
	
Overall,	then,	I	believe	that	this	analysis	supports	my	hypothesis	that	
spectators’	cognitive	contexts	are	consciously	or	unconsciously	shaped	by	
the	opinions	of	reviewers	and	bloggers	to	which	they	are	exposed	before	
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attending	a	performance	of	a	play.	As	a	result,	I	would	propose	that	there	
is	sufficient	evidence	that	such	reviews	and	blog	posts	do	influence	the	way	
in	which	those	spectators	infer	the	celebrity	translator’s	voice	in	that	play	
and	thereby	do	help	to	construct	public	discourse	around	the	celebrity	
translator’s	work.	
	
At	the	broadest	level,	reviews	and	blog	posts	give	potential	spectators	a	
general	framework	within	which	to	interpret	a	play	by	first	of	all	defining	
its	genre	(in	this	case,	then,	a	comedy)	and	placing	it	in	a	particular	space	
and	time	(e.g.	an	adaptation	of	a	classic	French	play):	a	set	of	guidelines	
that	first	and	foremost	enables	potential	audiences	to	decide	whether	they	
wish	to	purchase	tickets	to	see	that	play	or	not.	Such	guidelines	may	in	
themselves	also	act	as	filters	influencing	the	encyclopaedic	entries	that	are	
triggered	by	the	performance	of	that	play,	although	arguably	to	no	greater	
extent	than	a	cursory	exploration	of	a	theatre’s	forthcoming	programme	or	
the	recommendation	of	an	acquaintance	might	also	do.	
	
In	terms	of	generating	expectations	of	the	celebrity	translator’s	voice,	
however,	I	would	argue	that	reviews	and	blogs	also	potentially	play	a	key	
role	in	activating	specific	cognitive	associations,	either	because	of	the	way	
in	which	they	trigger	existing	awareness	of	that	celebrity’s	voice	(for	
example,	by	referring	overtly	to	McGough’s	humour	at	a	general	level)	or	
because	of	the	way	in	which	they	highlight	actual	examples	of	this	voice,	
citing	directly	from	the	text	to	validate	their	broader	observations.	
	
This	planting	of	specific	puns	or	plays	on	words	in	readers’	minds	will,	I	
would	argue,	not	only	sensitise	those	readers	to	these	specific	examples	of	
text	when	they	hear	them	in	performance,	but	also	encourage	them	to	
listen	out	for	other	examples	of	similar	uses	of	language	throughout	the	
play.	Indeed,	there	is	likely	to	be	a	significant	multiplier	effect	here,	with	
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pre-sensitisation	to	one	example	of	McGough’s	wit	leading	to	spectators	
becoming	even	more	receptive	to	other	examples	of	his	humour.	This	is	to	
say	nothing	of	the	multiplier	effect	of	word	of	mouth,	whereby	spectators	
themselves	repeat	some	of	the	clever	uses	of	language	to	others	when	
recommending	the	play.	Such	perpetuation	of	ideas	is	perhaps	more	
significant	in	the	case	of	celebrity	translation	than	other	types	of	
translation	since	the	notion	of	celebrity	creates	its	own	momentum	and	
makes	it	easier	(and	safer)	for	spectators	to	recommend	the	play	to	their	
peer	group.		
	
I	believe	that	this	represents	a	particular	type	of	echoic	reception	or	
interpretation,	whereby	relevance	is	achieved	by	virtue	of	the	cognitive	
effects	that	result	from	what	has	been	reported	by	the	reviewer	or	the	
blogger	and	the	spectator’s	attitude	towards	it,	or	what	has	subsequently	
been	reported	by	the	spectator	and	the	receiver’s	attitude	towards	it	(see	
Sperber	and	Wilson	1995:	238).	Here,	it	should	be	remembered	that	this	
echoic	reception	is	also	magnified	in	the	environment	of	the	theatre,	
where	the	response	of	other	audience	members	helps	spectators	to	
activate	their	own	encyclopaedic	entries	and	cognitive	processes,	and	
provides	reassurance	that	they	are	undergoing	a	similar	inferential	process	
to	other	audience	members	in	order	to	arrive	at	a	similar	interpretation	of	
the	text.	
	
Finally,	I	would	also	suggest	on	the	basis	of	this	analysis	that	reviews	and	
blog	posts	are	likely	to	generate	significantly	different	cognitive	processes	
depending	on	the	reader’s	pre-existing	awareness	and	appreciation	of	the	
celebrity	translator.	Among	those	spectators	who	specifically	choose	to	see	
Tartuffe	because	of	McGough’s	involvement,	I	would	argue	that	prior	
exposure	to	reviews	and	blogs	is	likely	to	lead	to	even	more	intense	
scrutiny	of	the	performance,	and	a	greater	sense	of	satisfaction	when	the	
	 223	
anticipated	voice	is	actually	inferred	(i.e.	when	the	cognitive	effects	mean	
that	relevance	is	achieved	more	readily).	Among	those	spectators	who	are	
less	aware	of	McGough,	meanwhile,	I	would	argue	that	reviews	and	blog	
posts	are	more	likely	to	fulfil	the	role	of	establishing	a	set	of	interpretative	
guidelines	that	both	enhance	the	number	and	intensity	of	cognitive	effects	
derived	by	spectators	(via	pre-sensitisation	to	certain	dimensions	of	
McGough’s	voice)	and	give	those	spectators	a	sense	of	being	able	to	share	
in	the	public	narrative	by	reducing	the	amount	of	processing	effort	that	is	
required	in	order	for	the	text	to	achieve	relevance.	
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3.8	 Summary	
	
The	study	of	an	extreme	example	of	celebrity	translation	such	as	
McGough’s	version	of	Tartuffe	(i.e.	a	translation	that	is	markedly	different	
from	the	source	text	and	that	contains	a	myriad	of	examples	of	the	
celebrity	translator’s	own	particular	style)	demonstrates	the	extent	both	to	
which	translation	can	refresh	a	classic	source	text	for	a	contemporary	
audience,	and	to	which	celebrity	translation	can	place	a	new	slant	on	a	
frequently	translated	canonical	work.	Indeed,	this	study	reveals	the	
potential,	in	both	dramatic	and	commercial	terms,	for	celebrity	translation	
as	a	genre	in	its	own	right:	as	a	subset	of	the	genre	of	canonical	drama	that	
pushes	the	boundaries	of	translation	to	create	what	are	essentially	wholly	
new	works.	
	
As	with	my	previous	case	study,	the	notion	of	the	complementarity	
between	the	source-text	playwright	and	the	celebrity	translator	again	
appears	to	be	key	in	determining	the	success	of	the	collaboration,	with	
Molière’s	and	McGough’s	respective	texts	clearly	proving	to	be	much	more	
similar	in	terms	of	the	emotional	response	that	they	generate	among	
spectators	than	any	textual	comparison	might	suggest.	Encyclopaedic	
entries	allow	us	to	delve	more	deeply	into	the	likely	explicatures	and	
implicatures	derived	from	the	celebrity	translator’s	text	and	to	suggest	the	
extent	to	which	audiences	may	hear	the	celebrity	translator’s	voice	in	his	
or	her	text	by	pointing	out	where	these	implicatures	might	be	derived	from	
(whether	previous	work	by	that	celebrity,	or	more	general	cultural	
associations).	In	this	sense,	then,	this	case	study	also	helps	to	confirm	the	
usefulness	of	Relevance	Theory	as	a	framework	for	evaluating	celebrity	
translation.	
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The	use	of	encyclopaedic	entries	to	help	describe	the	effect	of	textual	
devices	as	well	as	specific	lexical	items	also	appears	to	have	been	
successful	and	enlightening,	and	could	be	more	widely	applied	by	scholars.	
While	such	analysis	remains	largely	theoretical	in	its	scope	and	application,	
it	nevertheless	provides	us	with	useful	insights	about	how	audiences	relate	
to	devices	such	as	verse	form,	puns,	sociolects	and	so	on,	and	most	
importantly	how	each	of	these	manifests	itself	in	the	minds	of	spectators	
as	an	integral	dimension	of	a	celebrity	translator’s	style.	
	
Of	course,	the	great	advantage	that	Roger	McGough	had	when	producing	
his	celebrity	translation	was	that	his	ultimate	source	material	(Molière’s	
original	play)	is	no	longer	under	copyright.	This	meant	that	McGough	had	
greater	artistic	freedom	to	tinker	with	the	source	text	than	Mark	Ravenhill	
did	when	translating	Leben	des	Galilei,	the	rights	to	which	are	still	owned	
and	fiercely	protected	by	the	Brecht	Estate	(not	least	because	of	Brecht’s	
firm	and	widely	known	ideas	about	how	his	plays	should	be	staged).	My	
analysis	does,	however,	demonstrate	that	there	are	other	factors	at	play	
here	that	gave	McGough	greater	licence	to	stretch	the	source	text	in	his	
translation.		
	
In	no	particular	order,	such	factors	might	include:	
	
- McGough’s	perception	of	his	own	critical	standing	(among	directors,	
critics,	audiences,	and	so	on)	and	the	consequent	freedom	that	he	
felt	that	this	gave	him	to	inject	much	of	his	own	voice	(as	defined	in	
Section	1.2)	into	his	work;		
	
- the	remit	that	McGough	was	given	to	refresh	Molière’s	text,	which	
itself	is	a	function	both	of	McGough’s	own	status	in	artistic	circles	
(i.e.	as	one	of	the	UK’s	best	known	poets)	and	of	the	vast	number	of	
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existing	translations	of	that	text	(which	almost	by	definition	implies	
that	any	new	version	is	expected	to	be	significantly	different	from	
those	versions	that	have	gone	before	if	it	is	to	stand	out),	and	
	
- perhaps	not	least,	the	commercial	expectations	placed	upon	
McGough’s	work	compared	with	Ravenhill’s	(i.e.	the	fact	that	it	was	
commissioned	by	a	theatre	with	fewer	resources	than	the	RSC	and	
therefore	more	urgently	required	to	deliver	a	guaranteed	return	on	
investment).	
	
In	the	following	chapter,	I	will	explore	a	different	type	of	celebrity	
translation	again:	one	that	relies	more	on	cumulative	associations	with	a	
celebrity	translator’s	personal,	dramatic	and	stylistic	concerns	to	build	
spectators’	individual	constructs	of	voice	via	increasingly	weak	implicatures.	
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4.	
Simon	Stephens’s	version	of		
Henrik	Ibsen’s	Et	dukkehjem	
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4.1	Introduction	
	
Henrik	Ibsen’s	Et	dukkehjem	(A	Doll’s	House	or,	in	its	translations	for	the	
American	market,	A	Doll	House)	was	first	performed	in	Copenhagen	in	
December	1879.	The	play	quickly	became	a	cause	célèbre	across	much	of	
Europe,	triggering	fierce	debate	about	women’s	rights	and	emancipation,	
often	well	before	such	issues	reached	the	top	of	political	agendas.	A	Doll’s	
House	is	also	Ibsen’s	most	frequently	translated	play.	By	2013,	it	had	been	
translated	into	56	languages,	with	1,538	productions	recorded	in	76	
countries	(Fauskanger	2013:	n.p.).	
	
The	plot	of	A	Doll’s	House	is	a	straightforward	but	(at	the	time	of	its	
publication,	at	least)	socially	explosive	one.	Nora	and	Torvald	Helmer	
appear	to	live	a	life	of	perfect	social	respectability	in	Norway	in	the	1870s,	
but	beneath	this	veneer	of	respectability	lies	a	terrible	secret	that	Nora	has	
been	keeping	from	her	bank	manager	husband.	Torvald	is	unaware	that	
Nora	borrowed	a	substantial	amount	of	money	from	his	employee	Nils	
Krogstad	to	finance	an	extended	stay	in	Italy	designed	to	help	Torvald	to	
recuperate	after	a	serious	illness.	At	a	time	when	women	were	unable	to	
borrow	money	in	their	own	right,	Nora	forged	the	signature	of	her	dying	
father,	but	made	the	mistake	of	dating	the	signature	after	her	father’s	
death.		
	
Krogstad	then	tries	to	blackmail	Nora	by	threatening	to	tell	Torvald	about	
the	debt	unless	she	is	able	to	persuade	her	husband	not	to	dismiss	
Krogstad	from	his	job	at	the	bank.	He	writes	a	letter	to	Torvald	and	
deposits	it	in	the	Helmers’	letterbox.	Nora	manages	to	distract	Torvald	for	
one	night	by	persuading	him	to	help	her	rehearse	the	tarantella,	a	dance	
she	is	due	to	perform	at	a	party	the	following	evening.	In	spite	of	an	
intervention	by	Nora’s	friend	Kristine,	who	manages	to	persuade	Krogstad	
to	stop	the	blackmail,	Nora	allows	Torvald	to	read	the	letter	after	they	
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return	home	from	the	party.	Initially	furious	with	his	wife	for	potentially	
damaging	his	reputation,	Torvald	then	forgives	Nora.	However,	Nora	tells	
Torvald	that	their	marriage	is	over	and	she	no	longer	wishes	to	live	with	
him	in	what	she	sees	as	an	oppressive	doll’s	house.	Torvald	appears	to	
have	a	last-minute	revelation	about	what	love	really	means,	but	it	is	
already	too	late,	and	the	play	ends	as	Nora	slams	their	front	door	shut,	
ready	to	start	a	new	life	on	her	own	without	her	husband	and	children.	
	
Literary	and	theatre	critics	might	now	typically	agree	that	A	Doll’s	House	is	
one	of	the	landmarks	of	19th-century	drama,62	but	the	play’s	reception	at	
the	time	was	much	less	favourable.	Perhaps	not	surprisingly,	critical	
reaction	appears	to	have	focused	on	the	dramatic	motivation	for	Nora’s	
actions	in	leaving	her	husband	and	children.	While	the	controversy	
surrounding	the	plot	of	A	Doll’s	House	might	have	abated	during	the	20th	
century	and	beyond,	the	debates	as	to	what	Ibsen	was	actually	trying	to	
communicate	in	the	play	remain	fierce	to	this	day.	Was	his	motivation	to	
spur	the	embryonic	feminist	movement	into	action?	Or	was	his	message	a	
more	general	one	about	the	emancipation	of	all	human	beings,	male	or	
female?	These	questions	and	more	have	occupied	Ibsen	scholars	ever	since	
A	Doll’s	House	was	first	published,63	as	they	pore	over	the	playwright’s	
plays,	letters	and	speeches	in	an	attempt	to	unearth	his	true	intentions.	
	
																																																								
62	In	2001,	the	contribution	that	A	Doll’s	House	has	made	to	theatrical	history	was	
acknowledged	by	UNESCO	when	it	added	the	play	to	its	Memory	of	the	World	register	and	
described	Nora	as	‘a	symbol	throughout	the	world,	for	women	fighting	for	liberation	and	
equality’	(UNESCO	2001:	n.p.).	
	
63	Scholars	best	known	in	English-speaking	countries	in	this	respect	include,	to	name	but	a	
few,	British	Ibsen	translator	and	biographer	Michael	Meyer	(1967	and	1985),	British	
academics	and	authors	James	McFarlane	(1961,	1989	and	1994)	and	Janet	Garton	(1994,	
2004	and	2014),	American	academics	Gail	Finney	(1989	and	1994)	and	Joan	Templeton	
(1989	and	1997),	Swedish	academic	and	literary	critic	Egil	Törnqvist	(1995),	Norwegian	
literary	historian	Kristian	Smidt	(2000)	and	Norwegian	academic	and	author	Toril	Moi	
(2006).	
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British	playwright	Simon	Stephens’	version	of	A	Doll’s	House	was	first	
performed	at	the	Young	Vic	theatre	in	London	in	2012.	I	find	Stephens’s	
version	of	the	play	particularly	intriguing	as	an	example	of	celebrity	
translation	in	that	I	believe	that	his	voice	is	quite	understated	at	the	level	
of	specific	textual	elements,	but	much	more	obvious	at	a	more	holistic	
level	(i.e.	when	assessing	the	text	in	terms	of	its	cumulative	effects):	or,	in	
Relevance	Theory	terms,	the	chains	of	weak	implicatures	that	it	triggers.	
Fortunately,	there	is	a	wealth	of	interview	material	available	online	with	
the	actors,	director	and	Stephens	himself,	which	provides	useful	insights	
into	the	translation	process	from	literal	to	performable	text,	and	from	
written	performable	text	to	text	in	performance.		
	
As	with	my	other	case	studies,	I	will	begin	by	investigating	Ibsen’s	likely	
motivations	for	writing	A	Doll’s	House	(taking	into	consideration	the	lack	of	
consensus	and	the	caveats	with	regard	to	authorial	intention	mentioned	
above).	I	will	then	explore	the	literal	translator’s	and	celebrity	translator’s	
potential	motivations	for	producing	their	own	texts.	Following	this,	I	will	
propose	an	analytical	framework	based	around	the	concept	of	weak	
implicatures	as	a	way	of	assessing	the	likely	cognitive	effects	of	Stephens’s	
style	on	spectators	in	the	theatre,	and	subsequently	illustrate	these	effects	
by	means	of	examples	from	Stephens’s	text.	My	overall	aim	will	be	to	show	
how	Relevance	Theory	can	help	us	to	account	for	the	way	in	which	stylistic	
devices	and	recurrent	motifs	can	cumulatively	create	a	sense	of	authorial	
voice.	
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2.2	Henrik	Ibsen’s	Et	dukkehjem	
	
Henrik	Ibsen	(1828-1906)	might	be	one	of	the	most	widely	performed	and	
translated	European	playwrights,	but	he	has	not	always	enjoyed	
unequivocal	acclaim	among	critics.	Ibsen’s	status	in	the	European	canon	
has	been	particularly	called	into	question	in	English-speaking	countries,	
where	there	has	been	frequent	disparagement	of	his	plays’	dialogue,	
storylines	and	lack	of	theatricality	in	performance.	This	in	turn	has	affected	
how,	when	and	by	whom	Ibsen	has	been	translated	into	English	for	the	
British	stage	over	the	last	130	years	or	so.	
	
A	Doll’s	House	(1879)	is	one	of	several	Ibsen	plays	categorised	as	his	
problem	or	critical	realism	plays	(along	with	Samfundets	støtter	[Pillars	of	
Society,	1877]	and	Gengangere	[Ghosts,	1881]).	Norwegian	literary	scholar	
Bjørn	Hemmer	suggests	that	each	of	these	works	‘concentrates	on	some	
phase	in	the	contemporary	situation	where	a	latent	crisis	suddenly	
becomes	visible’,	thereby	enabling	Ibsen	to	‘embody	contemporary	social	
problems	through	the	medium	of	an	individual’s	destiny’	(1994:	71).	
Characters	are	thus	designed	to	be	representative	of	specific	social	types,	
and	their	situations	are	used	to	exemplify	a	wider	social	malaise,	thereby	
conveying	a	message	that	has	general	social	validity.	According	to	
comparative	literary	critic	René	Wellek,	this	not	only	breaks	with	the	
pervading	form	of	characterisation	in	romanticism,	but	also	implies	that	
there	is	a	‘didactic,	moralistic	and	reformist’	purpose	to	theatre	(1963:	253).	
	
Through	the	prism	of	realism,	then,	Ibsen	is	presumably	imparting	a	moral	
message	in	A	Doll’s	House	about	the	importance	of	truthfulness,	reminding	
us	that	we	can	only	be	free	if	we	are	true	to	ourselves.	Nora’s	truthfulness	
according	to	the	realists	is	in	wanting	to	find	out	who	she	really	is	so	that	
she	can	be	true	to	herself:	‘å	komme	efter	hvem	der	har	rett,	samfunnet	
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eller	jeg’	(Ibsen	2013:	142),	translated	by	Meyer	as	‘to	satisfy	myself	which	
is	right,	society	or	I’	(1985:	101).64		At	the	same	time,	Ibsen	clearly	
encourages	audiences	to	consider	the	motives	that	lie	beneath	the	
behaviour	of	the	play’s	characters	and	to	relate	those	dynamics	to	what	
was	happening	in	Norwegian	society	at	the	time.	In	this	sense,	then,	A	
Doll’s	House	adheres	to	the	naturalist	tenet	of	portraying	the	struggle	
between	competing	hereditary	and	environmental	forces,	e.g.	the	
biological	distinction	between	male	and	female	versus	the	roles	that	
society	forces	men	and	women	to	play.		
	
Over	and	above	such	potentially	different	post	hoc	scholarly	perspectives	
on	Ibsen’s	motivations	(and	to	say	nothing	of	other	views	that	have	been	
proffered	over	the	years	from	a	Marxist,	Freudian,	modernist	or	
poststructuralist	perspective),65	it	should	also	be	remembered	that	Ibsen’s	
communicative	intentions	in	A	Doll’s	House	have	further	been	called	into	
question	by	scholars	because	of	some	of	Ibsen’s	own	statements	on	the	
controversy	unleashed	by	the	play	in	the	years	following	its	publication.	
Most	importantly,	many	scholars	point	to	a	speech	that	Ibsen	gave	to	the	
Norwegian	Association	of	Women’s	Rights	in	1889,	in	which	he	insisted	
that	he	was	‘more	of	a	poet	and	less	of	a	social	philosopher’	and	that	he																																																									
64	It	is	telling	that	Stephens	omits	this	line	from	his	own	version	of	A	Doll’s	House.	I	discuss	
Stephens’s	version	of	Nora’s	dismissal	of	society	in	Section	4.4.	
	
65	Eleanor	Marx	(daughter	of	Karl	and	herself	an	Ibsen	translator)	considered	Nora’s	
miracle	as	Marxist	change	and	Nora’s	domestic	situation	as	a	metaphor	for	exploitation	
and	oppression	of	workers	(cited	in	Durbach	1994:	234).	Meanwhile,	theatre	scholar	
Freddie	Rokem	interprets	the	eroticism	between	Nora	and	Dr	Rank	from	the	perspective	
of	Freud’s	views	on	female	sexuality	(1997:	225).	Literary	scholar	Toril	Moi	offers	a	
modernist	take	on	Ibsen’s	work	between	A	Dolls’	House	and	Fruen	fra	havet	(The	Lady	
from	the	Sea,	1888),	which	she	believes	conveys	the	characteristic	themes	of	Ibsen’s	
modernism,	namely	‘the	situation	of	women;	the	relationship	between	idealism	and	
scepticism;	and	the	use	of	marriage	as	figure	for	the	ordinary	and	the	everyday’	(2006:	10).	
Finally,	in	Austrian	writer	Elfriede	Jelinek’s	1979	play	Was	geschah,	nachdem	Nora	ihren	
Mann	verlassen	hat	oder	Stützen	der	Gesellschaft	(What	Happened	After	Nora	Left	Her	
Husband,	or	Pillars	of	Society),	Nora	wanders	into	the	text	of	Ibsen’s	1877	play	The	Pillars	
of	Society,	only	to	discover	that	‘any	attempt	[…]	to	change	her	life	by	slamming	shut	the	
door	to	the	“doll’s	house”	is	sabotaged	from	the	outset	because	it	is	conceptualized	from	
within	the	power	framework	Nora	tries	to	escape’	(Kiebuzinska	2001:	93).	
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was	not	‘even	very	sure	what	women’s	rights	really	are’	(Worrall	1985:	xli).	
These	(and	other)	remarks	have	been	variously	interpreted	over	the	
subsequent	decades	as,	at	one	extreme,	an	admission	on	Ibsen’s	part	that	
A	Doll’s	House	is	in	no	way	a	feminist	tract,	and,	at	the	other	extreme,	a	
mere	triviality	in	a	career	that	demonstrated	a	passionate	interest	in	the	
issues	of	the	day	(including	what	became	known	as	the	woman	question)	
and	a	body	of	work	that	showed	a	huge	empathy	for	women’s	struggle	for	
freedom	and	equality.		
	
Supporters	of	the	anti-feminist	argument	include	Ibsen	biographer	and	
translator	Michael	Meyer,	who	famously	came	to	the	conclusion	that	‘A	
Doll’s	House	is	no	more	about	women’s	rights	than	Shakespeare’s	Richard	
II	is	about	the	divine	right	of	kings	or	Ghosts	about	syphilis’	(1967:	329).	
James	McFarlane,	another	highly	respected	Ibsen	scholar,	included	the	
remarks	that	Ibsen	made	in	the	speech	cited	above	in	his	commentary	on	A	
Doll’s	House	that	appears	in	the	Oxford	Ibsen	series.	The	remarks	were	
cited	under	the	heading	Some	Pronouncements	by	the	Author	(1961:	456),	
as	if	Ibsen	were	referring	directly	to	this	work	rather	than	making	some	
general	comments	about	his	lack	of	interest	in	nailing	his	colours	to	the	
feminist	mast.	American	scholar	Robert	Brustein,	meanwhile,	believed	that	
Ibsen	was	‘completely	indifferent	[to	the	woman	question]	except	as	a	
metaphor	for	individual	freedom’	(1962:	105).	
	
Ibsen	scholar	Joan	Templeton,	on	the	other	hand,	is	one	of	the	best	known	
feminist	critics	to	pursue	the	opposing	argument	that	Ibsen	was	actually	
pro-feminism.	Following	earlier	work	by	academics	such	as	Inga-Stina	
Ewbank	(1979),	Gail	Finney	(1989)	and	Janet	Garton	(1994)	that	started	to	
explore	Ibsen’s	relationship	to	feminism,	Templeton’s	1997	book	Ibsen’s	
Women	systematically	traces	gender	patterns	and	the	portrayal	of	women	
from	Ibsen’s	earliest	plays	to	the	end	of	his	career,	and	explores	how	the	
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women	in	Ibsen’s	life	influenced	the	portrayal	of	women	in	his	work.	Her	
argument	is	that	Ibsen’s	empathy	with	the	feminist	cause	is	easily	
demonstrated	both	by	the	influence	that	feminist	women	had	on	his	life	
(such	as	his	independently	minded	wife	Suzannah	and	his	friend	Camilla	
Collett,	regarded	as	Norway’s	first	feminist	writer)	and	by	the	way	in	which	
this	influence	is	seen	in	his	female	characters	(most	notably	Lona	Hessel	in	
Pillars	of	Society,	Hilde	Wangel	in	Bygmester	Solness	[The	Master	Builder,	
1892],	Helene	Alving	in	Ghosts	and	of	course	Hedda	in	Hedda	Gabler).66	
	
I	would	certainly	tend	to	agree	more	with	the	view	of	scholars	such	as	
Templeton,	Finney	and	Garton	that	Ibsen’s	life	and	work	were	strongly	
influenced	by	the	mounting	pressure	for	change	in	women’s	rights	that	he	
observed	throughout	his	career,	and	not	least	in	the	public	response	to	A	
Doll’s	House.	To	suggest	as	Meyer	did	that	the	theme	of	A	Doll’s	House	is	
nothing	more	than	self-discovery	seems	at	best	naïve	and	at	worst	rather	
offensive	to	those	who	seek	to	champion	Nora	as	a	role	model	for	
emancipation,	and	indeed	to	those	who	rightfully	point	out	that	the	
pressures	faced	by	Nora	are	still	real	for	many	women	even	in	today’s	
society	(see	Cracknell	2012).	
	
Of	course,	whether	Ibsen	would	actually	identify	himself	as	pro-feminist,	
pro-women	or	simply	pro-equality	for	all	is	difficult	to	judge	given	both	the	
level	of	development	of	the	feminist	movement	at	the	time	of	his	writing,																																																									
66	It	is	also	surely	rather	telling	that	all	the	participants	in	the	first	performance	of	A	Doll’s	
House	in	London	were	either	already	associated	with	the	British	feminist	cause	or	had	
achieved	or	would	achieve	prominence	in	the	country’s	socialist	movement.	The	role	of	
Nora,	for	example,	was	played	by	Eleanor	Marx	(Finney	1994:	89),	who	went	on	to	
become	a	translator	of	Ibsen	herself	after	learning	Norwegian	specifically	for	that	purpose	
(Anderman	2005:	83).	Here,	it	must	be	remembered	that	socialism	and	feminism	were	
familiar	bedfellows	at	the	end	of	the	19th	century.	Consider,	for	example,	Ibsen’s	remark	
in	an	1885	speech	to	the	working	men	of	Trondheim:	‘the	transformation	of	social	
conditions	which	is	now	being	undertaken	in	the	rest	of	Europe	is	very	largely	concerned	
with	the	future	status	of	the	workers	and	of	women.	That	is	what	I	am	hoping	and	waiting	
for,	that	is	what	I	shall	work	for,	all	I	can’	(cited	in	Finney,	ibid.).	
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and	the	prism	of	feminism	and	post-feminism	through	which	we	now	
assess	his	work.	Interesting	though	it	might	be,	this	is	a	debate	that	lies	
outside	the	scope	of	this	thesis.	What	is	of	particular	interest	to	me	here,	
however,	is	the	way	in	which	issues	associated	with	women	and	feminism	
are	addressed	by	Stephens	in	his	version	of	A	Doll’s	House.	These	will	be	
explored	in	section	4.6.	
	
As	a	final	point,	it	is	worth	considering	how	Ibsen’s	unique	literary	qualities	
influence	perceptions	of	his	communicative	intentions.	Directors,	actors	
and	audiences	appear	to	have	traditionally	expected	Ibsen	in	translation	to	
sound	as	if	he	had	written	in	a	standard	idiomatic	form	of	English	
(presumably	because	of	the	realist	label	that	Ibsen	was	saddled	with	in	
English-speaking	markets),	whereas	in	fact	Ibsen’s	Dano-Norwegian	is	more	
of	an	inventive	form	of	language	that	is	not	meant	to	appear	as	a	standard	
way	of	speaking.67	As	McFarlane	suggests,	‘an	absence	of	humour,	an	
absence	of	free	imagination,	an	absence	of	glamour,	an	absence	of	what	is	
loosely	called	“style”	even,	add	up	to	nothing;	but	in	the	case	of	Ibsen	they	
seem	to	multiply	up	to	what	has	very	suitably	been	called	his	“spell”’	
(1989:	56).	Ibsen	translator	William	Archer	concurs	that	‘[Ibsen’s]	meaning	
is	almost	always	as	clear	as	daylight;	the	difficulty	lies	in	reproducing	the	
nervous	conciseness,	the	vernacular	simplicity,	and,	at	the	same	time,	
something	of	the	subtle	rhythm	of	his	phrases’	(1904:	x).		
	
Dramatist	and	essayist	Arthur	Miller	appears	to	be	one	of	few	critics	who	
appreciated	that,	far	from	being	a	writer	of	prosaic	and	joyless	language,	
Ibsen	actually	creates	his	own	sprogtone	(language	tone)	in	his	texts,	which																																																									
67	Ibsen’s	language	is	very	close	to	modern-day	Bokmål,	or	book	language,	the	written	
form	of	Norwegian	used	by	the	majority	of	the	population,	as	opposed	to	Nynorsk,	or	New	
Norwegian,	which	is	the	other	official	form	of	written	Norwegian	that	was	developed	in	
the	mid-19th	century	to	be	an	alternative	to	Danish,	which	was	widely	used	in	writing	in	
Norway	at	the	time.	Paradoxically,	Nynorsk	preserves	more	of	the	forms	of	Old	Norwegian,	
which	was	spoken	in	Norway	until	the	union	with	Denmark	in	the	16th	century	(see	
Törnqvist	1995:	50).	
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‘[packs]	with	suggestion	an	apparently	flat	and	colourless	style’	(Ewbank	
1998:	59),	yet	which	when	translated	into	English	may	result	in	‘a	
somewhat	banal	and	melodramatic’	style	(Anderman	2005:	99).	Examples	
of	this	include:	
	
- his	frequent	use	of	modal	adverbs	such	as	jo	(which	corresponds	
loosely	to	the	English	after	all),	nog	(still	or	yet),	vel	(usually	used	to	
suggest	presumably)	etc.,	which,	in	combination,	serve	to	imply	a	
strong	sense	of	doubt,	caution	and	uncertainty	that	would	normally	
be	conveyed	in	English	more	by	intonation;	
	
- his	choice	of	second-person	pronoun	(the	informal	Du	or	the	formal	
De,	which	correspond	more	or	less	to	the	German	use	of	Du	and	Sie,	
at	least	at	the	time	of	Ibsen’s	writing)	to	denote	a	level	of	intimacy	
or	distance	between	characters	and	the	relative	status	that	one	
might	attach	to	the	other;68	
	
-	 his	constant	use	of	adjectives	with	a	definite	article	but	
unaccompanied	by	nouns,	the	most	obvious	example	of	which	in	A	
Doll’s	House	is	the	repetition	(no	less	than	19	times)	of	vidunderlig	
(miraculous),	det	vidunderlige	(the	miraculous)	and	det	
vidunderligste	(the	most	miraculous),	but	in	English	often	rendered	
as	the	miraculous	thing,	which	according	to	Anderman	tends	to	
make	the	concept	‘more	specific	and	less	open	to	audience	
interpretation	and	imagination’	(2005:	101);	
	
- his	similar	fondness	for	compound	words,	and	in	particular	a	
tendency	to	use	compound	words	to	build	an	intricate	pattern	of																																																									
68	This	is	used	to	dramatic	effect	in	A	Doll’s	House	to	highlight	Torvald’s	discomfort	at	
hearing	his	subordinate	Krogstad	calling	him	Du	in	front	of	others,	even	though	they	have	
known	each	other	since	their	studies	at	law	school.	
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symbolism	that	is	woven	throughout	his	texts,	e.g.	livsløgn	(life	lie,	
as	in	the	German	Lebenslüge),	gengangere	(something	or	someone	
that	walks	again,	the	Norwegian	title	of	the	play	Ghosts),	
hjertekulde	(heart-coldness)	and,	in	A	Doll’s	House,	lykkebarn	
(fortune’s	child,	or	child	of	happiness);		
	
-	 his	use	of	double	entendre,	for	example	in	A	Doll’s	House	in	the	
dialogue	between	Nora	and	Dr	Rank,	Nora’s	‘La	meg	gi	Dem	ild’	
(Ibsen	2013:	124)	when	lighting	Rank’s	cigar	(literally	Let	me	give	
you	fire)	and	Rank’s	subsequent	‘Sov	godt.	Og	takk	for	ilden’	(ibid.)	
(Sleep	well.	And	thank	you	for	the	fire.),	which	inevitably	lose	their	
sexual	connotations	when	fire	is	translated	into	English	as	light.	
	
With	such	issues	in	mind,	I	am	keen	in	the	following	sections	of	this	chapter	
to	avoid	too	many	direct	comparisons	between	the	source	text	and	
Stephens’s	adaptation	(or	indeed	between	Charlotte	Barslund’s	literal	
translation	of	the	source	text	and	Stephen’s	text)	at	the	level	of	individual	
textual	examples.	Interesting	though	such	comparisons	might	be	in	terms	
of	showing	how	dialogue	in	the	theatre	has	changed	between	the	late	19th	
century	and	early	21st	century	(and	thereby	highlighting	a	shift	in	norms	of	
behaviour),	they	do	not	necessarily	help	to	further	my	search	for	a	
distinctive	celebrity	voice	beyond	being	able	to	demonstrate,	say,	that	
Stephens’s	version	sounds	particularly	English	or	particularly	modern.	As	
Toury	reminds	us	in	his	discussion	of	translation	norms,	comparison	of	
source	and	target	texts	(and	indeed	various	target	texts)	is	not	about	
evaluating	the	relative	merits	of	those	texts	but	rather	about	identifying	
trends	of	translation	behaviour	within	the	sociocultural	constraints	specific	
to	the	translator’s	culture,	society	and	time	(1995:	54).	
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In	contrast	to	my	two	other	case	studies	in	this	thesis,	then,	I	will	seek	in	
the	following	sections	of	this	chapter	to	examine	both	Ibsen’s	source	text	
and	Stephens’s	target	text	at	a	more	holistic	level,	investigating	the	
cumulative	effect	of	specific	stylistic	devices	or	tropes	used	by	the	celebrity	
translator	to	build	an	impression	of	a	distinctive	authorial	voice.	Before	
then,	however,	it	is	useful	to	consider	the	motivations	of	the	other	two	
agents	in	this	translation	process:	literal	translator	Barslund	and	Stephens	
himself.	
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4.3	Charlotte	Barslund’s	literal	translation	of	Et	
dukkehjem	
	
Charlotte	Barslund	is	a	professional	translator	from	Danish,	Swedish	and	
Norwegian	into	English.	Her	published	work	includes	translations	of	
novelists	such	as	Peter	Adolphsen,	Karin	Fossum,	Per	Petterson,	Carsten	
Jensen,	Sissel-Jo	Gazan,	Thomas	Enger	and	Mikkel	Birkegaard.	She	has	also	
translated	plays	for	the	stage	(e.g.	Ingmar	Bergman’s	version	of	Ibsen’s	
Ghosts,	which	was	performed	at	the	Barbican	Theatre	in	London)	and	for	
radio	(e.g.	August	Strindberg’s	The	Pelican	which	was	broadcast	on	BBC	
Radio	3	in	2005).	On	top	of	this,	Barslund	has	also	completed	literal	
translations	of	the	majority	of	Ibsen’s	plays,	which	she	sells	to	British	
theatre	companies	on	an	ad	hoc	basis.	
	
Unlike	Deborah	Gearing,	literal	translator	of	Leben	des	Galilei,	Barslund’s	
career	has	always	been	in	translation	rather	than	playwriting	or	acting.	
Following	a	degree	in	English	and	Drama,	Barslund	completed	a	Master’s	in	
Scandinavian	drama	and	wrote	her	dissertation	on	Ibsen.	It	was	therefore	
on	this	basis	that	she	established	her	credentials	as	a	theatre	translator	
and	in	particular	as	a	translator	of	Ibsen’s	work.	She	justifies	her	
preference	for	being	‘behind	the	scenes’	thus:	‘for	me,	to	be	just	one	
character	was	too	limiting,	I	wanted	to	be	in	control	of	all	of	them.	So	being	
a	translator	is	perfect.	I	love	translating	dialogue	and	creating	characters	
through	dialogue.	That’s	where	my	heart	lies.’69	
	
This	background	in	both	literary	and	theatre	studies	gives	her	not	only	a	
particularly	nuanced	perspective	on	the	role	of	the	literal	translator	in	the	
process	of	drama	production	but	also	a	high	degree	of	sensitivity	towards	
Ibsen’s	language	and	stagecraft.	This	sensitivity	is	evident	in	her																																																									
69	Source	(here	and	in	the	following	citations):	interview	with	Barslund,	18	June	2014.	
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enthusiastic	championing	of	Ibsen	in	translation,	both	for	the	stage	and	for	
academic	study:	‘I’ve	always	loved	the	Ibsen	literals,	I	think	they’re	
fantastic	things	to	do.	When	you	look	at	the	structure	of	an	Ibsen	play	you	
can	really	see	how	it	works	and	why	it’s	so	good,	it	teaches	you	so	much	
about	drama.’	
	
Barslund’s	primary	role	as	a	literary	translator	in	her	own	right	appears	to	
have	a	marked	influence	on	her	approach	to	literal	translations	for	the	
theatre	in	the	sense	that	she	sees	literal	translations	as	more	than	merely	
functional	texts	but	also	as	literary	texts	in	their	own	right.	As	she	points	
out,	‘when	a	theatre	asks	for	a	literal,	although	that’s	what	they	say	they	
want	it’s	not	what	they	need.	Because	there	are	so	many	adaptations,	they	
want	to	go	back	to	the	urtext,	but	the	urtext	doesn’t	make	as	much	sense	
as	they	think	it	does.	You	try	not	to	take	too	many	decisions,	but	you	have	
to	because	it	wouldn’t	make	semantic	sense	if	you	translated	metaphors	or	
similes	literally.’	
	
Secondly,	as	well	as	adding	notes	to	explain	specific	references	or	the	dual	
meaning	of	certain	words,	Barslund	also	seeks	to	add	value	at	a	broader	
cultural	level.	For	example,	she	relishes	the	opportunity	to	demonstrate	
her	in-depth	knowledge	of	Ibsen’s	theatrical	devices	and	cultural	context	
by,	for	example,	offering	her	thoughts	on	props	or	providing	insights	into	
Scandinavian	history	and	heritage	if	requested.	‘I	make	sure	I	always	
translate	all	the	stage	directions	and	give	explanations	if	it’s	a	specific	
cultural	habit.	Like	bringing	the	Christmas	tree	in	on	the	eve	of	the	24th	
and	then	the	children	come	in	and	strip	it.	So	you	need	to	explain	why	that	
happens,	because	it’s	enormously	symbolic.’	
	
At	the	same	time,	however,	it	is	also	evident	that	Barslund	is	under	no	
illusions	about	the	status	of	literal	translators	in	this	theatrical	system.	The	
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fact	that	she	has	established	a	successful	business	selling	off-the-peg	literal	
translations	of	Ibsen’s	plays	perhaps	enables	her	to	distance	herself	from	
the	end-products	created	by	each	successive	celebrity	translator	on	the	
basis	of	her	work,	without	any	sense	of	feeling	ignored,	irrelevant	or	
undervalued	in	the	translation	process.	This	is	not	to	say	that	she	sees	
literals	as	having	no	merit	as	texts	in	their	own	right,	but	rather	that	the	
merit	of	her	work	is	a	different	one	from	that	of	the	finished	play	text.	As	
she	rightly	reminds	us,		‘people	have	their	own	ambition.	And	they’ve	
usually	read	several	versions	of	the	play	and	have	their	idea	of	how	they	
want	to	do	it.	They’re	looking	to	you	to	provide	them	with	an	ingredient,	
that’s	all.’	
	
Similarly,	Barslund	appears	to	bear	little	grudge	towards	the	celebrity	
translators	themselves,	who	may	sometimes	claim	glory	for	work	into	
which	they	themselves	have	had	less	input	than	might	be	publicly	
acknowledged.	Her	outlook	in	this	respect	is	a	pragmatic	one:	‘I	do	often	
hear	my	own	translation	word	for	word.	And	it’s	very	flattering	of	course.	
Because	you	can	sometimes	end	up	doing	an	adaptation	for	the	sake	of	it.	
And	not	all	writers	have	a	strong	enough	vision	to	go	off	script.	Or	they	just	
want	to	do	a	better	version	of	the	original	without	intoning	something	that	
isn’t	there.	So	those	versions	tend	to	look	more	like	the	literal	because	
they’re	meant	to,	they	trust	the	text	as	it	is.’70	
	
Indeed,	while	Barslund	is	adamant	that	her	paymaster	in	her	role	as	literal	
translator	is	Ibsen	rather	than	the	celebrity	translator,	and	that	as	far	as	
she	is	concerned	the	source	text	is	already	the	perfect	version	of	the	text,	
she	is	also	realistic	enough	to	accept	that	there	is	little	artistic	or	
commercial	need	for	new	adaptations	of	Ibsen’s	work	if	these	are	not	to																																																									
70	In	this	respect,	for	example,	Stephens	himself	has	admitted	that	he	relied	heavily	on	
Barslund’s	literal	translation	for	his	own	version	of	A	Doll’s	House,	admitting	that	‘the	
Ibsen	literal	was	to	an	extent	actable	so	it	was	just	about	refining	and	refocusing’	(2014c:	
n.p.).	
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offer	a	new	interpretation	of	Ibsen’s	text.	As	she	points	out,	‘when	you	do	
a	celebrity	Ibsen,	you	have	to	change	it,	otherwise	there’s	no	point,	it’s	got	
to	be	your	version	and	Ibsen	is	a	springboard	for	you’.		
	
In	this	sense,	then,	I	would	suggest	that	Barslund’s	professional	and	
commercial	motivations	(to	have	as	many	British	theatres	as	possible	pay	
for	one	of	her	literal	translations)	most	likely	outweigh	any	more	idealistic	
intentions	of	preserving	the	sanctity	of	the	source	text,	no	matter	how	in	
awe	she	might	be	of	Ibsen’s	talents	as	a	dramatist.	As	she	points	out,	‘I	just	
provide	the	raw	material,	so	I	don’t	get	upset	if	they	change	it.	The	end-
result	is	this	creative	team’s	take	on	it,	and	maybe	you’ve	seen	other	
people	do	it	better,	but	there’s	always	something	about	each	new	version	
that’s	enjoyable.’	
	
Ultimately,	it	would	be	difficult	to	disagree	with	Barslund’s	conclusion	that	
literal	translations	are	‘both	very	rewarding	and	very	frustrating’:	
rewarding	in	the	sense	that	she	clearly	relishes	her	role	in	keeping	Ibsen	
very	much	alive	on	the	British	stage,	but	frustrating	in	that	that	role	is	not	
accorded	greater	recognition	in	either	artistic	or	financial	terms.	On	the	
other	hand,	it	is	also	gratifying	as	a	translation	scholar	and	practitioner	to	
note	both	that	Barslund’s	work	will	continue	to	be	in	demand	as	long	as	
the	culture	of	commissioning	a	new	adaptation	for	each	new	production	
persists,	and	that	her	off-the	peg	business	model	will	no	doubt	reap	much	
greater	financial	rewards	for	her	in	the	long	term	than	the	typical	
piecework	approach	to	paying	for	translation	might	ever	be	likely	to	do.71	
	
																																																								
71	While	no	precise	figures	are	available	on	the	remuneration	received	by	literal	
translators,	Brodie	suggests	that	they	earn	as	little	as	£500	to	£1,000	for	translating	an	
entire	play	(2012b:	136).	
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4.4	Simon	Stephens’s	A	Doll’s	House	
	
Simon	Stephens	(1971-	)	is	the	most	prolific	British	playwright	of	his	
generation,	having	written	over	30	plays	and	adaptations	since	the	year	
2000.	Born	and	brought	up	in	Stockport,	he	made	his	first	attempts	at	
writing	drama	while	studying	history	at	the	University	of	York	in	the	late	
1980s	and	achieved	his	first	professional	production	in	1998	when	Bluebird	
was	staged	at	the	Royal	Court	in	London.	This	led	to	him	becoming	
Playwright	in	Residence	at	that	theatre	in	2000-2001,	and	to	the	launch	of	
his	extremely	productive	and	successful	career.	
	
Stephens’s	celebrity	credentials	within	theatre	circles	are	unquestionable.	
He	has	won	two	Olivier	awards	(for	Best	New	Play	for	both	On	the	Shore	of	
the	Wide	World	in	2006	and	The	Curious	Incident	of	the	Dog	in	the	Night-
Time	in	2013)	and	a	Tony	Award	for	Best	Play	(for	the	Broadway	
production	of	The	Curious	Incident	of	the	Dog	in	the	Night-Time	in	2015).	
Moreover,	he	has	been	widely	written	about	by	British	theatre	scholars,	
including	Jacqueline	Bolton	(2008,	2013	and	2014,	to	mention	just	a	few),	
John	Bull	(2016),	David	Lane	(2010)	and	Dan	Rebellato	(2005	and	2010).		
	
Stephens	is	also	no	stranger	to	translation	and	adaptation.	His	own	plays	
have	been	translated	into	over	a	dozen	languages	(Catalan,	Croatian,	
Danish,	Dutch,	Finnish,	Flemish,	French,	German,	Japanese,	Korean,	Polish,	
Portuguese,	Russian	and	Spanish)	(Bolton	2013:	102).	While	professing	no	
foreign	language	skills	himself,	he	has	also	written	English	adaptations	of	
Norwegian	playwright	Jon	Fosse’s	I	Am	The	Wind	(2011),	Chekhov’s	The	
Cherry	Orchard	(2014),	Brecht’s	The	Threepenny	Opera	(2016)	as	well	as	
Ibsen’s	A	Doll’s	House	(2012).	On	top	of	this,	The	Curious	Incident	of	the	
Dog	in	the	Night-Time	was	an	adaptation	of	the	novel	of	the	same	name	by	
Mark	Haddon,	and	Blindsided,	Birdland	and	Carmen	Disruption	(all	2014)	
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were	each	inspired	by	classic	works	(Medea	by	Euripedes,	Baal	by	Brecht	
and	Carmen	by	Georges	Bizet	respectively).	As	Stephens	points	out,	
adapting	other	people’s	work	‘is	a	rich	source	of	material	and	actually	a	
classical	way	for	playwrights	to	work.	[…]	Rather	than	imagining	source	
material	afresh,	we	assimilate	from	others	and	reimagine	it	and	always	
have	done.	The	vanity	of	thinking	we	can	think	of	our	own	stories	is	
modern’	(2016:	32).	
	
Although	similar	in	terms	of	age	to	the	in-yer-face	generation	of	British	
playwrights	(see	Section	2.4),	Stephens	prefers	to	categorise	himself	more	
as	a	post-millennial,	post-in-yer-face	playwright.	While	his	work	ostensibly	
shares	some	of	the	features	of	in-yer-face	drama	in	terms	of	some	of	its	
themes,	imagery	and	language,	the	‘gritty	realism’	(Bolton	2013:	104)	of	
Stephens’s	plays	belies	a	more	compassionate	and	optimistic	view	of	his	
characters	and	the	society	in	which	they	operate	than	could	often	be	said	
for	in-yer-face	playwrights	such	as	Sarah	Kane,	Anthony	Neilson	and	Mark	
Ravenhill	(see	Sierz	2001a).	Lane,	for	example,	describes	Stephens’s	
Bluebird	as	portraying	‘a	pre-millennial	metropolitan	landscape,	populated	
by	individuals	determined	to	live	through	broken	and	damaged	lives	with	a	
mixture	of	humour,	pathos	and	blind	hope’	(2010:	32).	Years	later,	
Motortown	(2006),	Pornography	(2007)	and	Punk	Rock	(2009)	offered	an	
angrier	view	of	society,	but	still	one	in	which	characters	are	often	allowed	
to	glimpse	and	aspire	to	a	kinder	and	more	compassionate	future.	
	
Perhaps	most	importantly	for	the	purposes	of	this	case	study,	it	is	clear	
that	Stephens	sees	characters	in	his	plays	as	more	than	a	metaphor	for	a	
particular	message;	they	are	actually	the	very	lifeblood	of	the	dramatic	
situation	he	is	portraying.	He	himself	suggests	that	his	background	in	
history	might	inform	the	way	in	which	he	develops	his	characters:	‘the	
characters	in	my	plays	carry	the	burden	of	the	past	around	with	them.	[…]	
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The	historian,	like	the	dramatist,	fixates	on	behaviour	and	its	causes	and	its	
consequences’	(cited	in	Innes	2011:	446).	Moreover,	Stephens’s	concept	of	
the	audience	needing	to	understand	and	recognise	something	of	
themselves	in	the	behaviour	and	actions	of	his	characters	echoes	Ibsen’s	
motivations	for	writing	work	such	as	A	Doll’s	House,	and	certainly	distances	
Stephens	from	his	in-yer-face	predecessors’	overt	desires	to	disquiet	and	
outrage	their	audiences.	
	
Bolton	explains	Stephens’s	approach	to	characterisation	and	the	type	of	
narrative	in	which	these	characters	typically	operate	as	follows.	
	
Stephens’s	construction	of	character	and	narrative	invites	
audiences	into	a	process	of	observation,	selection	and	comparison	
in	order	to	interpret	a	story	from	the	individuals,	events,	dialogue	
and	images	presented	to	them.	The	invitation	to	engage	[…]	might	
better	be	read	as	a	provocation,	an	entreaty	or	a	dare	to	the	
audience	to	recognize	themselves	and/or	their	loved	ones	(2013:	
105).	
	
This	implies	a	role	for	the	audience	that	goes	beyond	being	mere	receivers	
of	Stephens’s	text	and	the	meaning	that	he	intends	spectators	to	infer	via	
his	own	brand	of	naturalism.	Rather,	he	actively	invites	spectators	to	
construct	their	own	version	of	his	dramatic	fiction:	one	that	resonates	with	
their	own	experiences,	aspirations	and	concerns.72	Stephens’s	invitation	to	
empathise	contrasts	sharply	with	the	views	of	some	other	playwrights	
about	the	role	of	the	audience	(say,	Brecht,	who	felt	that	spectators	should	
question	rather	than	empathise),	and	tells	us	a	lot	about	Stephens’s	likely	
perception	of	his	role	as	the	translator	of	another	playwright’s																																																									
72	Such	an	unconscious	acknowledgement	of	the	Relevance	Theory	account	of	how	
humans	infer	communicative	intentions	(albeit	phrased	in	different	terms)	provides	an	
illuminating	backdrop	to	my	discussion	in	the	subsequent	sections	of	this	chapter.	
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constructions:	one	of	imagining	and	then	attempting	to	reconstruct	the	
way	in	which	the	source-text	playwright	engaged	with	his	or	her	audiences	
at	the	time.		
	
Given	the	above	observations,	Stephens’s	commission	to	write	a	new	
version	of	Ibsen’s	A	Doll’s	House	would	appear	to	be	an	inspired	match.	
While	not	Stephens’s	idea,	he	certainly	appears	to	have	been	enthusiastic	
about	the	project	from	the	outset.	
	
The	genesis	came	from	Carrie	Cracknell,	the	director,	who	was	and	
remains	fascinated	by	the	sexual	politics	surrounding	Nora	and	
representations	of	Nora	and	the	meaning	of	her	narrative	now	120-
odd	years	after	its	writing.	But	it	was	brought	to	me	by	[playwright	
and	theatre	director]	David	Lan	who	was	excited	not	only	by	
Carrie’s	enthusiasm	for	it,	but	also	by	the	thoughts	of	Jon	Fosse	on	
the	way	Ibsen	was	being	represented	in	England	(Stephens	2014c:	
n.p.).73	
	
However,	in	spite	of	his	stature	as	a	bold,	confident	playwright	in	his	own	
right,	and	of	the	relish	that	he	clearly	shows	for	reimagining	Nora	for	the	
21st	century,	Stephens	claims	a	surprising	reluctance	to	deviate	too	far	
from	Ibsen’s	original	text.	‘I	think	I	attacked	it	originally	with	the	intention	
of	really	reconsidering	the	thing.	[…]	And	the	more	I	sat	in	his	head	and	had	
him	glowering	at	me	from	my	screensaver,	and	the	more	that	I	sat	in	that	
play,	the	more	I	felt	that	it	would	be	a	mistake	to	do	that	and	the	only	thing	
to	do	was	be	truthful	to	his	imagination	and	truthful	to	his	vision‘	(cited	in		
	 	
																																																								
73	See	Section	4.6	for	more	discussion	of	Fosse’s	view	of	how	Nora	has	traditionally	been	
represented	on	the	British	stage.		
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Dally	and	Hemming	2012:	n.p.).74	
	
As	well	as	being	aware	that	A	Doll’s	House	is	now	inevitably	viewed	
through	the	prism	of	a	century	of	women	slowly	moving	towards	equality	
in	the	eyes	of	the	law,	I	would	suggest	that	Stephens	also	consciously	views	
the	play	against	a	background	of	an	increasingly	atomised	society:	one	
characterised	by	the	frequent	breakdown	of	constructs	such	as	the	family	
unit	and	the	sanctity	of	marriage.	These	are	themes	throughout	much	of	
Stephens’s	work	both	before	and	since	working	on	A	Doll’s	House.	Indeed,	I	
would	argue	that	Stephens	takes	this	idea	of	a	modern	interpretation	of	A	
Doll’s	House	to	a	different	level:	one	that	moves	beyond	the	debate	about	
whether	Ibsen	was	championing	the	feminist	cause	or	talking	more	about	
the	authenticity	of	the	individual	(whether	female	or	male)	and	asks	us	to	
focus	more	on	the	issue	that	Nora	raises	towards	the	end	of	the	play	when	
she	questions	whether	there	really	is	such	a	thing	as	society.	
	
What’s	fascinating	to	me	now	140	years	on,	is	that	I	think	we’re	
looking	at	the	rights	of	the	individual	from	an	altogether	different	
perspective.	There’s	a	line	at	the	end	of	the	play	when	Nora	[…]	
says	that	she’s	not	entirely	sure	if	she	thinks	there’s	any	such	thing	
as	society.	And	I	remember	thinking,	gosh,	I’m	sure	I’ve	heard	a		
	 	
																																																								
74	Having	said	this,	it	could	be	argued	that	Stephens	does	significantly	alter	Ibsen’s	source	
text	in	the	way	in	which	he	reframes	the	play’s	famous	ending.	Whereas	every	other	
English-language	version	of	A	Doll’s	House	adheres	to	the	structure	of	the	source	text	in	
the	final	scene	(Nora	leaves,	Torvald	gives	his	final	speech	and	then	we	hear	the	door	
downstairs	slam	shut),	Stephens’s	Nora	first	closes	the	door	to	her	apartment	before	
slamming	the	downstairs	door,	and	in	between	Torvald	is	given	only	one	word	(Nora)	as	
he	waits,	buries	his	face	in	his	hands	and	then	gets	up	to	go	to	the	apartment	door	
(Stephens	2012b:	110).	
	
	 248	
woman	say	there’s	no	such	thing	as	society	before.75	[…]	Maybe	it’s	
time	to	reconsider	our	commitment	to	owning	ourselves,	and	to	
reconsider	the	possibility	that	we	ought	to	commit	to	society	to	just	
the	same	extent	that	we’ve	been	committing	to	ourselves	as	
individuals	(cited	in	Dally	and	Hemming	2012:	n.p.).	
	
This	is	not	to	say	that	Stephens	does	not	take	a	side	in	the	debate	over	
whether	Ibsen	is	a	flag-bearer	for	feminism	or	for	universal	human	rights.	
Rather,	he	appears	to	be	wholly	aware	that	his	Nora	will	inevitably	be	
viewed	through	the	prism	of	feminism	because	he	feels	that	this	is	the	
automatic	reaction	of	British	audiences	given	the	play’s	history	in	the	UK	
(see	Section	4.2),	and	that	it	is	his	duty	as	the	adaptor	to	promote	a	
different	perspective	from	that	which	other	translators	into	English	might	
have	adopted	in	their	portrayal	of	Nora.		
	
In	addition,	I	would	suggest	that,	in	the	same	way	that	academics	and	
reviewers	have	been	eager	to	assess	Stephens’s	Nora	through	the	prism	of	
his	previous	work,	it	is	almost	inevitable	that	spectators	will	not	only	
compare	Stephens’s	Nora	to	other	Noras	that	they	may	have	experienced	
in	other	adaptations	of	A	Doll’s	House,	but	that	they	will	also	(either	
consciously	or	unconsciously)	seek	something	of	the	other	strong	(if	not	
																																																								
75	This	is	a	reference	to	a	comment	made	by	British	Prime	Minister	Margaret	Thatcher	in	
an	interview	with	Douglas	Keay	in	1987,	and	that	subsequently	gained	notoriety	as	the	
defining	statement	of	Thatcher’s	neo-liberal	political	ideology.	Stephens’s	use	of	the	term	
‘before’	is	interesting	since	it	suggests	that	Nora’s	comment	is	made	subsequent	to	
Thatcher’s	remark.	In	fact,	from	the	perspective	of	a	British	theatre	audience	in	the	early	
21st	century,	Relevance	Theory	would	indeed	propose	that	Nora’s	utterance	triggers	
implicatures	relating	to	Thatcher	in	such	a	way	as	if	the	latter	had	been	the	first	of	those	
two	women	to	make	such	a	comment.	This	is	the	same	process	by	which	other	utterances	
in	Stephens’s	adaptation	will	cue	implicatures	triggered	by	other	works	by	Stephens	that	
pre-date	his	adaptation	of	A	Doll’s	House	but	that	clearly	cannot	be	attributed	to	Ibsen’s	
own	1879	source	text.	US	theatre	scholar	Bruce	McConachie	suggests	that	such	cognitive	
processes	in	the	theatre	are	the	result	of	Fauconnier	and	Turner’s	conceptual	blending	
(see	Section	1.5)	by	which	theatre	audiences	blend	the	actor	and	the	character	together	
into	one	image	and	one	concept	of	identity,	space	and	time	in	order	to	enable	their	
immersion	in	the	performance	(2008:	43).	
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exactly	feminist)	female	characters	that	Stephens	has	created	in	his	
previous	work.	
	
In	the	following	sections,	then,	I	will	analyse	particular	thematic	and	
stylistic	dimensions	of	Stephens’s	adaptation	of	A	Doll’s	House	in	order	to	
determine	the	extent	to	which	Stephens’s	voice	might	be	inferred	by	
spectators.	Beforehand,	however,	I	would	like	to	discuss	Relevance	
Theory’s	notion	of	weak	implicatures	and	explain	how	this	provides	a	
useful	framework	within	which	to	assess	what	these	spectators	might	infer	
depending	on	their	cognitive	contexts.	Building	on	the	discussion	in	
Chapters	2	and	3	of	contextual	associations	and	how	these	can	influence	
the	voice	that	spectators	might	identify	in	a	celebrity	translation,	I	will	
explore	how	textual	and	extratextual	associations	might	combine	
cumulatively	to	create	a	sense	of	a	distinctive	celebrity	voice	that	exists	
over	and	above	individual	linguistic	choices.	
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4.5	Chains	of	weak	implicatures	
	
Literary	texts	by	their	very	nature	contain	a	very	large	number	of	weak	
implicatures.	They	are	texts	that	invite	the	reader	to	think	about	(and	take	
responsibility	for)	what	is	being	communicated,	that	encourage	a	wide	
range	of	different	interpretations	(which	may	or	may	not	coincide	with	
what	the	author	was	trying	to	imply),	and	that	theoretically	can	be	inferred	
in	a	different	way	by	every	single	reader	(Sperber	and	Wilson	1995:	236,	
MacKenzie	2002:	24	and	Furlong	2007:	336).	The	weak	implicatures	of	a	
text	essentially	give	rise	to	what	receivers	would	perceive	as	the	author’s	
style	(i.e.	the	linguistic	choices	made	by	that	author),	and	what	scholars	
would	term	the	stylistic	or	poetic	effects	that	the	text	has	on	those	
receivers	(i.e.	the	ways	in	which	those	receivers	are	able	to	engage	with	
the	text)	(Boase-Beier	2006a:	49).	These	weak	implicatures	are	not	
necessarily	consciously	intended,	but	result	from	the	cognitive	context	of	
the	author	of	that	text,	and	are	processed	(or	not	as	the	case	may	be)	by	
the	receiver	against	his	or	her	own	cognitive	context.	
	
In	previous	chapters,	I	have	already	explored	how	individual	words	or	
utterances	in	translated	play	texts	can	trigger	a	wide	variety	of	weak	
implicatures.	But	what	about	the	implicatures	that	are	triggered	by	the	
effect	that	a	play	text	has	at	a	more	holistic	level,	particularly	when	that	
text	is	assimilated	in	the	context	of	a	live	theatrical	performance?	Clearly,	
the	potential	for	weak	implicatures	in	such	a	scenario	is	theoretically	
almost	limitless,	even	if	in	practice	the	common	cultural	and	aesthetic	
understanding	among	spectators	and	the	interactive	relations	both	
between	spectators	and	the	stage	and	between	different	spectators	might	
serve	to	limit	those	implicatures.		
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In	any	event,	spectators’	inferential	processes	will	be	guided,	and	the	
mutual	cognitive	environment	will	be	enlarged,	by	stimuli	beyond	the	text	
itself.	Such	stimuli	might	include	the	actors	(both	when	speaking	the	lines	
in	the	text	and	following	the	author’s	stage	directions),	the	set,	the	lighting,	
the	physical	characteristics	of	the	theatre	itself,	other	audience	members,	
and	so	on	(see	Pavis	1982	and	Elam	2002).	Important	and	interesting	
though	such	refracted	stimuli	might	be	in	the	real	world,	I	must	limit	myself	
in	this	thesis	to	those	stimuli	that	the	celebrity	translator	is	able	to	have	at	
least	some	control	over:	namely	the	text	itself,	and	the	features	contained	
within	that	text	that	give	rise	to	contextual,	poetic	effects.	
	
What	I	am	particularly	interested	in	here,	then,	are	those	weak	
implicatures	that	are	triggered	by	the	celebrity	translator’s	text	because	of	
the	cumulative	effect	of	particular	thematic	tropes	or	stylistic	devices	on	
spectators.	Such	tropes	or	devices	might	in	isolation	give	rise	to	only	a	few	
weak	implicatures,	but	in	combination	cue	much	more	powerful	contextual	
associations	with,	say,	the	translator’s	existing	work	or	dimensions	of	his	or	
her	personality.	
	
This	notion	of	the	cumulative	effect	of	weak	implicatures	chimes	with	Anne	
Furlong’s	concept	of	cumulative	or	non-cumulative	readings,	which	are	the	
outcome	of	productive	rereading	of	a	text	(2008).	This	concept	reflects	the	
distinction	that	Furlong	makes	between	spontaneous	and	non-spontaneous	
interpretations,	where	a	spontaneous	interpretation	is	‘an	interpretation	
that	is	adequate	for	the	effort	expended’	and	a	non-spontaneous	
interpretation	is	one	that	‘has	as	its	goal	optimal	interpretation’	(2008:	
290).76	Such	a	distinction,	I	would	argue,	reflects	Brecht’s	view	of	the																																																									
76	In	turn,	Furlong’s	distinction	in	many	ways	echoes	psychologist	Daniel	Kahneman’s	
notion	of	fast	and	slow	thinking,	which	is	based	on	the	idea	that	we	use	two	
fundamentally	different	modes	of	thought	to	understand	stimuli:	System	1,	which	is	fast,	
automatic	and	intuitive	(i.e.	spontaneous),	and	System	2,	which	is	slow,	deliberate	and	
effortful	(i.e.	non-spontaneous)	(2011:	19-108).	
	 252	
importance	of	thinking	about	performance	in	the	theatre	as	well	as	
experiencing	it	(see	Section	1.5):	something	with	which	Stephens	would	no	
doubt	also	concur	given	his	comments	about	the	importance	of	provoking	
spectators	into	seeing	something	of	themselves	in	the	characters	he	
creates	(which	may	or	may	not	be	something	that	those	spectators	are	
able	to	articulate	by	themselves	or	even	be	consciously	aware	of).	
	
While	I	am	essentially	talking	here	about	a	spectator’s	first	and	only	
reception	of	Stephens’s	text	(assuming	that	most	of	any	given	audience	
have	not	previously	seen	the	play,	or	read	the	published	version	of	
Stephens’s	text,	which	may	or	may	not	be	an	accurate	assumption),	this	
concept	of	spontaneous	and	non-spontaneous	interpretation	remains	a	
useful	one	for	my	analysis	since	it	supposes	different	levels	of	expectations	
of	relevance.	We	could	therefore	distinguish,	for	example,	between	the	
spectator	who	goes	to	see	A	Doll’s	House	without	any	previous	knowledge	
of	either	Ibsen	or	Stephens	and	who	simply	seeks	an	enjoyable	evening	in	
the	theatre	(and	who	will	aim	for	an	adequate	interpretation	of	Stephens’s	
text),	and	the	spectator	who	is	a	long-standing	admirer	of	Stephens’s	work	
and	highly	familiar	with	his	previous	plays,	and	who	will	be	more	prepared	
to	expend	considerable	cognitive	effort	in	deriving	an	interpretation	(and	
to	take	responsibility	for	that	interpretation).		
	
This	clearly	has	implications	for	both	the	number	of	weak	implicatures	that	
the	spectator	infers,	and	the	cumulative	effect	of	those	weak	implicatures.	
Of	course,	this	separation	of	audience	members	is	in	reality	more	of	a	
spectrum,	with	most	spectators	falling	between	these	two	extremes:	
spontaneity	is	in	this	context,	then,	a	relative	construct	rather	than	a	binary	
distinction.	
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In	both	the	source	and	the	target	texts	explored	here,	I	would	argue	that	
the	chains	of	weak	implicatures	created	by	Ibsen	and	Stephens	lead,	with	
repetition	and	reinforcement	(and,	of	course,	with	the	willingness	of	the	
audience	to	put	the	effort	into	deriving	those	implicatures	in	the	first	
place),	to	what	I	would	term	higher-order	implicatures:	representations	
that	are	still	implicit,	but	that	cumulatively	become	more	readily	accessible	
to	receivers	because	of	the	series	of	contextual	associations	that	are	
triggered.	This	increased	accessibility	gives	rise	to	increased	relevance,	
which	in	turn	affects	the	plausibility	of	those	implicatures	(see	Sperber	and	
Wilson	1995:	201).		
	
Following	on	from	this	argument,	I	would	also	suggest	that	Ibsen’s	and	
Stephens’s	different	dramatic	voices	mean	that	these	chains	of	weak	
implicatures	are	often	quite	different	in	the	target	text	from	those	in	the	
source	text.	The	most	obvious	example	of	this	is	the	different	way	in	which	
both	authors	use	metaphors	in	their	respective	texts.	While	Ibsen’s	
frequent	use	of	extended	metaphors	inevitably	gives	rise	to	a	number	of	
chains	of	weak	implicatures,	Stephens	often	either	breaks	the	chain	of	
implicatures	that	spectators	of	Ibsen’s	source	text	will	typically	construct	
(essentially	destroying	what	Berman	would	term	the	underlying	network	of	
signification,	see	Chapter	3.5.1),	or	creates	his	own	chains	of	implicatures.		
	
The	most	obvious	illustration	of	an	extended	network	of	contextual	
associations	in	A	Doll’s	House	is	Ibsen’s	repeated	use	of	vidunderlig	
(wonderful	or	wondrous),	which	occurs	no	fewer	than	19	times	in	the	
source	text	in	either	adjectival	or	noun	form.	Initially	used	by	Nora	to	
simply	express	her	delight	at	the	household’s	lack	of	financial	worries	
(Ibsen	2013:	14),	she	gradually	moves	towards	what	Törnkvist	calls	‘the	
more	mystifying	det	vidunderlige	and	from	there	to	the	climactic	
substantival	superlative	det	vidunderligste’	(1995:	57).	The	progression	in	
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this	underlying	network	of	signifiers	from	being	a	relatively	prosaic	
expression	of	pleasure	to	an	encapsulation	of	the	pinnacle	of	happiness	
mirrors	Nora’s	ongoing	and	increasingly	frustrated	search	for	her	own	
wonder,	that	of	a	true	marriage.	
	
In	his	version	of	A	Doll’s	House,	Stephens	alternates	between	wonderful	
and	miracle	throughout	his	text,	which	in	itself	destroys	the	accumulation	
of	weak	implicatures	that	the	source	text	triggers	with	its	consistent	
repetition	of	words	based	on	vidunderlig.	On	the	other	hand,	however,	
there	is	a	greater	sense	in	Stephens’s	text	that	the	miracle	that	Nora	is	
seeking	is	a	more	tangible	one,	namely	a	secure	home	with	her	husband	
and	children,	somewhere	that	she	can	feel	emotionally	and	materially	
comfortable	and	that	gives	her	the	security	she	clearly	craves.77	This	then	
triggers	a	different	chain	of	weak	implicatures	from	that	which	Ibsen’s	text	
gives	rise	to,	and	one	that	potentially	fundamentally	changes	our	
understanding	of	Nora’s	motivations	for	leaving	her	husband	and	family.	
	
To	give	a	more	concrete	example	of	how	I	believe	chains	of	implicatures	
can	be	constructed	and	can	affect	the	way	in	which	spectators	of	A	Doll’s	
House	will	infer	Stephens’s	communicative	intentions,	let	us	look	at	the	
way	in	which	Stephens	progressively	injects	cues	of	Englishness	into	his	
work	that	are	obviously	lacking	in	the	Dano-Norwegian	source	text.	At	the	
level	of	what	Short	calls	the	character-character	level	of	dramatic	discourse	
(1989:	149),	I	have	identified	the	following	utterances	(among	others)	that	
I	believe	will	cumulatively	create	an	impression	of	Englishness	in	
Stephens’s	characters	(my	italics	in	each	case).	
																																																								
77	Here,	it	is	telling	that	Ibsen	uses	the	Dano-Norwegian	word	ægteskab,	based	on	ægte,	
meaning	genuine	or	honest,	to	signify	marriage	(literally	state	of	honesty).	Stephens’s	Nora,	
meanwhile,	appears	more	to	desire	something	more	akin	to	the	more	modern	Norwegian	
concept	of	marriage	as	samliv,	or	living	together	(cf.	Törnkvist	1995:	61).	
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Figure	4.1:	Chain	of	weak	implicatures	implying	Englishness	
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The	point	here	is	not	to	imply	that	spectators	are	thereby	constantly	
reminded	that	Stephens	is	an	English-speaking	playwright	(which	would	
not	in	itself	constitute	a	weak	implicature),	but	rather	that	he	is	actively	
choosing	to	give	his	characters’	dialogue	a	distinctively	English	voice	(and	
thereby	cumulatively	create	a	domesticating	effect)	for	a	particular	
dramatic	reason.	Such	a	reason	might	be	any	one	or	several	of	the	
following:		
	
- to	emphasise	the	class	differences	between	characters,		
	
- to	imply	an	imbalance	of	or	struggle	for	power	between	two	
particular	characters	(compare,	for	example,	the	way	in	
which	Ibsen	uses	the	formal	and	informal	you	in	his	text),	
	
- 	to	suggest	controlling	behaviour	on	the	part	of	a	particular	
character,	
	
- to	foreground	an	ironic	tone	of	voice,	or	
	
- to	surprise	audiences	by	juxtaposing	different	stylistic	
registers	(e.g.	Stephens’s	‘boring	old	fart’	highlighted	above).	
	
As	already	indicated,	whether	such	inferences	are	intentional	or	not	is	not	
an	issue	in	Relevance	Theory.	As	Sperber	and	Wilson	remind	us,	Relevance	
Theory	does	not	accept	that	‘there	is	a	clear-cut	distinction	between	wholly	
determinate,	specifically	intended	inferences	and	indeterminate,	wholly	
unintended	inferences’	(1995:	199).	The	indeterminacy	of	the	possible	
implicatures	suggested	in	the	following	sections	of	this	chapter	merely	
indicates	the	level	of	confidence	that	individual	spectators	have	in	their	
belief	that	their	interpretation	is	an	accurate	reflection	of	Stephens’s	
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thoughts.	It	should	not	be	taken	to	imply	how	correct	those	beliefs	might	
be,	or	what	proportion	of	spectators	might	adopt	those	beliefs.	
	
At	this	point,	I	would	propose	that	the	distinctiveness	of	an	author’s	voice	
is	not	just	about	the	attitudes	that	they	are	felt	to	espouse	(as	is	the	case	
with	Mark	Ravenhill,	see	Section	2.4)	or	the	verbal	tics	for	which	they	
become	recognised	(as	is	the	case	with	Roger	McGough,	see	Section	3.3),	
but	also	about	the	themes	that	they	are	constantly	drawn	back	to.	As	
Stephens	himself	says,	‘it	is	a	myth	that	a	writer	needs	to	reinvent	
themselves	with	every	play	or	find	a	new	subject	or	do	something	new.	The	
great	writers	return	to	the	same	questions	obsessively.	Having	identified	
these	themes,	we	can	take	ownership	of	them	and	so	consciously	find	new	
ways	into	them’	(2016:	181).	
	
Even	more	tellingly,	Stephens	also	notes	how	‘writers	have	obsessions	
which	they	return	to.	It’s	like	we’re	trying	to	solve	something	that	we	can	
never	solve’	(cited	in	Wonfor	2012:	n.p.).	In	Stephens’s	case,	three	of	those	
obsessions	would	appear	to	be	the	varying	levels	of	sympathy	shown	
towards	his	female	characters;	his	frequent	focus	on	society’s	damaged,	
frail	characters;	and	the	constant	search	for	home	by	many	of	his	
characters.	
	
I	will	now	explore	each	of	these	three	themes,	or	obsessions,	in	turn	and	
attempt	to	show	how	Stephens’s	adaptation	of	A	Doll’s	House	not	only	
carries	resonances	of	some	of	his	previous	work	at	a	thematic	level,	but	
also	how	in	some	cases	the	issues	that	he	focuses	on	in	his	version	of	A	
Doll’s	House	become	manifest	in	some	of	his	own	subsequent	work.	
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4.6	Stephens	and	sympathies	for	Nora	
	
Given	the	way	in	which	Stephens’s	work	has	a	relatively	consistent	and	
strong	focus	on	female	characters	who	are	in	one	way	or	another	lost,	
confused	and	seeking	to	escape	their	immediate	surroundings	and	
situation,	it	should	not	be	surprising	that	Stephens	was	drawn	to	adapting	
A	Doll’s	House,	whose	Nora	is	one	of	European	theatre’s	most	famously	
vulnerable	women.	As	Stephens	himself	notes,	‘the	myth	of	the	brave	
individuals	struggling	in	the	face	of	impossible	odds	[is]	a	myth	I’ve	based	a	
lot	of	plays	upon’	(2016:	47).	The	central	dilemma	of	Ibsen’s	play,	namely	
how	to	be	true	to	yourself	while	at	the	same	time	being	a	marriage	partner	
and	a	parent,	is	one	that	continues	to	resonate	in	European	societies,	and	
not	just	for	women.	‘In	a	sense,’	says	theatre	critic	Caroline	McGinn,	
‘Nora's	famous	dramatic	exit	is	something	many	parents	do	five	days	a	
week’	(cited	in	Rustin	2013:	n.p.).		
	
Against	this	background,	I	am	interested	here	in	exploring	the	extent	to	
which	Stephens’s	sympathy	(or	lack	of	sympathy)	for	Nora	echoes	the	
sympathy	or	lack	of	sympathy	he	feels	for	some	of	his	own	female	
characters,	such	that	spectators	of	his	adaptation	of	A	Doll’s	House	might	
consciously	detect	some	similarities	in	his	characterisation	and	thereby	
infer	some	of	Stephens’s	own	dramatic	voice	in	his	translation.	As	
explained	in	the	previous	section	of	this	chapter,	the	theoretical	device	
that	I	will	use	to	attempt	to	illustrate	this	is	the	concept	of	chains	of	weak	
implicatures.	
	
In	the	following	figure,	I	have	selected	(in	the	order	in	which	they	appear	in	
the	play)	a	series	of	utterances	(my	italics,	here	and	in	all	the	following	
tables)	that	feature	in	Stephens’s	adaptation	and	that	I	believe	might	
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reasonably	be	said	to	have	a	cumulative	effect	on	spectators’	inferences	
about	Stephens’s	attitude	towards	Nora’s	character	and	her	actions.	
	
	
	
	 260	
	
	
	 261	
	
	
	 262	
	
	
	 263	
	
Figure	4.2:	Chain	of	weak	implicatures	implying	Stephens’s	sympathies	
for	Nora	
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Stephens	himself	admits	that	his	interpretation	of	Nora	is	somewhat	
different	from	that	seen	in	many	other	English	translations	of	A	Doll’s	
House.	He	claims	that	this	is	mainly	due	to	conversations	with	Jon	Fosse,	
whose	work	Stephens	had	already	translated	prior	to	his	adaptation	of	A	
Doll’s	House	(see	Section	4.4),	and	who,	Stephens	claims,	gave	him	an	
insight	into	how	Ibsen’s	play	had	never	been	received	in	Norway	as	a	
celebration	of	female	emancipation	at	all.	He	compares	this	with	what	he	
perceives	as	the	typical	British	representations	of	Nora	in	the	late	19th	
century,	which	‘held	her	up	at	a	time	[as]	a	kind	of	flag-bearer	for	women’s	
rights’	(Stephens	2014c:	n.p.).	
	
Stephens	also	believes	that	Ibsen	himself	never	intended	Nora	to	be	seen	
as	a	feminist	icon	either,	thereby	agreeing	with	Meyer’s	interpretation	of	
Ibsen’s	communicative	intentions	more	than	with	that	of	scholars	such	as	
Finney	and	Templeton	(see	Section	4.2).	‘In	the	letters	and	in	the	lectures	
and	in	the	journals	he	kept	he	talks	of	his	frustration	with	people	who	
represent	Nora	as	being	symbolic	of	female	emancipation.	Because	for	him	
she	never	was‘	(2014c:	n.p.).	Stephens’s	interpretation	is	that	Ibsen	was	
struggling	at	the	time	to	develop	his	sense	of	his	own	authenticity	and	to	
counter	the	way	in	which	he	was	‘objectified	and	commodified’	in	
Norwegian	literary	circles	(ibid.).	He	feels	that	it	was	this	that	was	the	real	
driving	force	behind	the	development	of	Nora,	rather	than	any	overt	desire	
to	highlight	the	feminist	cause.	‘If	Nora	is	nothing	but	an	emblem	for	
female	emancipation	she’s	not	a	human	being	therefore,	and	I	think	she’s	
much	more	interesting	than	that,	so	my	impulse	was	to	try	to	reclaim	that.	
And	part	of	reclaiming	that	humanity	involved	dramatising	that	selfishness	
and	thoughtlessness	as	honestly	as	her	capacity	for	clarity	and	bravery’	
(ibid.).	
	
Irrespective	of	how	‘accurate’	Stephens’s	interpretation	of	Ibsen’s	
	 265	
intentions	might	be,	I	would	like	to	explore	how	this	perception	influences	
not	only	Stephens’s	portrayal	of	Nora,	but	also	how	this	portrayal	is	
potentially	received	by	audiences.	Here,	I	would	argue	that	there	are	two	
key	factors	that	are	likely	to	influence	responses	to	Stephens’s	Nora:	
	
1. the	interview	with	Stephens	that	features	in	the	programme	for	
the	London	performances	of	his	version	of	A	Doll’s	House	(both	
at	the	Young	Vic	and	the	Duke	of	York’s	theatres),	which	is	itself	
an	abridged	version	of	the	interview	cited	above,	and	which	
spectators	may	have	read	either	before,	during	or	after	seeing	
one	of	the	performances	at	these	theatres	(see	Figure	4.3	
overleaf),	and	
	
2. spectators’	contextual	associations	with	Stephens’s	previous	
work,	in	particular	his	portrayal	of	certain	female	characters	
who	share	similar	traits	to	Nora.	
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Figure	4.3:	Interview	with	Simon	Stephens	in	the	programme	for	A	Doll’s	
House	
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Certainly,	the	segments	italicised	in	the	above	table	would	support	
Stephens’s	claims	that	his	Nora	is	a	much	more	selfish	and	thoughtless	
character	than	she	is	typically	perceived	to	be	by	those	assessing	A	Doll’s	
House	from	a	more	modernist	or	feminist	perspective	(see	segments	one	
to	three	and	five	to	seven).	As	Stephens	himself	suggests,	‘I	think	the	way	
she	treats	Doctor	Rank	is	unbelievably	cruel.	I	think	the	way	she	treats	Mrs	
Lind	is	just	unbelievably	selfish	and	unthinking,	her	capacity	for	savagery	in	
the	way	that	she	lashes	out	at	the	servants	is	consistently	high-handed	and	
her	treatment	of	Krogstad	in	the	end	is	ungenerous	and	unthinking	and	
lacks	empathy’	(2014c:	n.p.).	
	
Scholars	and	critics	alike	have	also	noted	how	different	Stephens’s	Nora	is	
from	those	typically	seen	on	stage	in	the	English-speaking	world.	John	Bull,	
for	example,	suggests	that	Stephens’s	version	of	the	play	makes	Nora	a	
much	more	aware	(particularly	sexually	aware)	woman	than	she	had	been	
in	previous	versions	of	A	Doll’s	House.		
	
Stephens’s	version	highlights	very	strongly	both	Torvald’s	sexual	
obsession	with	his	wife,	and	Nora’s	skilful	employment	of	this	
obsession.	[…]	In	the	first	scene,	Nora	explains	to	Kristine	why	her	
husband	has	banned	her	from	eating	chocolates	in	a	way	that	both	
accepts	and	simultaneously	questions	the	terms	of	the	ban,	which	
she	explains	–	again	entirely	without	precedent	–	is	not	about	
health	issues	(the	parental	figure	concerned	for	the	welfare	of	his	
‘child’)	but	about	sex,	something	which	makes	the	following	stage	
direction	[Nora	puts	a	chocolate	in	Dr	Rank’s	mouth]	deliberately	
unsubtle	in	view	of	Dr	Rank’s	infatuation	with	her	(2016:	9).	
	
Guardian	critic	Michael	Billington,	meanwhile,	focuses	on	Nora’s	newly	
found	exuberance,	as	evident	from	her	excessive	excitement	about	
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Torvald’s	new	job	(segment	two	above)	and	from	her	aggressive,	violent	
dancing	(segment	eight).	As	a	consequence,	the	tarantella	scene,	which,	
according	to	Moi,	is	designed	to	be	‘a	graphic	representation	of	a	woman’s	
struggle	to	make	her	existence	heard,	to	make	it	count’	(2006:	238),	
becomes	in	Stephens’s	version	an	act	of	hysterical	vanity.	
	
She	reacts	with	reflex	excitement	to	every	mention	of	the	word	
‘money’,	maintains	a	hopelessly	idealistic	view	of	her	husband,	
Torvald,	almost	to	the	last,	and	seems	half	in	love	with	easeful	
death	as	she	dances	to	a	standstill	in	the	famous	tarantella.	And,	
when	the	truth	finally	dawns	about	her	dependence	on	Torvald's	
self-serving	egotism,	she	resorts	to	downright	violence	(Billington	
2012:	n.p.).	
	
Such	changes	in	Nora’s	attitudes	and	actions	would	certainly	support	the	
view	that	Stephens’s	Nora	is	a	more	selfish	and	manipulative	character	
than	Ibsen	himself	perhaps	supposedly	ever	intended.	Stephens’s	changes	
would	also	appear	consonant	(whether	consciously	or	not)	with	what	
Templeton	terms	the	feminist	backlash	interpretation	of	Nora,	in	which	she	
is	dismissed	as	‘an	irrational	and	frivolous	narcissist;	an	“abnormal”	woman,	
a	“hysteric”;	a	vain,	unloving	egoist	who	abandons	her	family	in	a	paroxysm	
of	selfishness’	(1989:	29).	Thus	whereas	Törnkvist	believes	that	‘Nora	does	
not	leave	her	family	to	discover	her	true	self	merely	for	her	own	sake’	but	
rather	leaves	‘in	the	conviction	that	self-knowledge	is	a	prerequisite	for	
being	a	true	wife	and	mother’	(1995:	43),	Stephens’s	Nora	appears	to	be	
acting	wholly	out	of	self-interest	and	as	a	reaction	to	the	constrictions	of	
family	life	and	marriage.	
	
Looking	now	at	the	second	of	my	suggested	influences	on	audiences’	
perceptions	of	Stephens’s	portrayal	of	Nora,	namely	the	contextual	
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associations	that	spectators	might	have	with	some	of	Stephens’s	other	
female	characters,	it	is	clear	both	from	some	of	his	plays	and	from	much	of	
the	critical	response	to	those	plays	that	Stephens	does	have	some	history	
of	developing	female	characters	for	whom	audiences	are	not	always	meant	
to	feel	much	sympathy.	At	other	times,	however,	he	has	created	female	
characters	whom	he	delights	in	portraying	as	succeeding	against	all	odds,	
particularly	if	their	family	background	and	childhood	environment	conspire	
against	such	success.	I	would	argue	that	both	Stephens’s	unsympathetic	
and	sympathetic	female	characters	might	serve	to	shape	our	inferences	
about	his	portrayal	of	Nora.		As	a	consequence,	the	cumulative	effect	of	
the	chain	of	implicatures	identified	above	is	likely	to	be	further	
strengthened,	either	because	there	is	a	synergistic	effect	in	the	way	in	
which	spectators	identify	similarities	between	Nora	and	other	female	
characters	in	Stephens’s	work,	or	because	the	contrast	between	the	
associations	with	Nora	and	the	associations	with	another	character	turns	
Nora	into	a	kind	of	anti-character	within	Stephens’s	repertoire.	
	
The	first	useful	place	to	look	for	female	characters	that	have	some	
similarity	to	Nora	is	in	the	plays	by	Stephens	that	have	most	obvious	
parallels	to	A	Doll’s	House:	Port	(2002)	and	Harper	Reagan	(2008).	
Rebellato	describes	these	as	two	of	a	number	of	plays	by	Stephens	that	are	
‘domestic,	somewhat	naturalistic	dramas	[…]	depicting	the	effect	on	
ordinary	people	of	violence,	scandal,	and	loss’	(2010:	574).78		
	
Port	tells	the	story	of	Racheal,	who	lives	in	Stephens’s	own	hometown	
Stockport.	We	follow	her	falling	in	and	out	of	love	with	her	environment	as	
those	people	whom	she	loves	let	her	down	or	leave	her	behind.	The	play’s	
action	unfolds	in	an	almost	documentary	form	that	focuses	on	the	
extraordinary	in	the	ordinary.	As	Guardian	theatre	critic	Susannah	Clapp																																																									
78	Other	plays	by	Stephens	that	might	also	fit	this	description	include	Herons	(2001),	One	
Minute	(2003)	and	Country	Music	(2004).	
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notes,	‘lives	in	the	theatre	are	so	often	seen	through	the	prism	of	a	decisive	
incident,	or	a	series	of	critical	moments.	The	life	that	is	told	here	–	a	life	
that	belongs	to	a	voluble,	intense	female	person	–	develops	through	slight,	
inconclusive	episodes	whose	importance	becomes	apparent	only	later.	This	
is	as	close	to	biography	as	you	will	get	on	stage’	(2013:	n.p.).	
	
Racheal	has	one	obvious	similarity	to	Nora	in	that	she	also	ultimately	
decides	to	leave	her	environment	and	change	her	life.	Ever	since	being	a	
young	girl,	she	has	dreamt	of	escaping	Stockport	with	her	mother.		
	
RACHEAL:			We	could	go	now.	We	could	just	leave.	Wouldn’t	need	
no	bags	or	anything.	Nothing	like	that.	Just	start	driving.	Go	to	
Grandad’s	and	not	come	back.	Go	to	country.	Go	to	Disney	World	
Florida.	Couldn’t	we	though,	Mum?	I	reckon	that’d	be	a	top	idea.	
(Stephens	2005:	250)	
	
Unlike	Nora,	however,	spectators	are	left	in	no	doubt	that	Racheal	will	
achieve	her	goal.	As	Clapp	observes,	‘having	seen	her	thwarted	energy	you	
believe	she	can.	What	could	have	been	sentimental	is	stirring.	The	sun	falls	
on	her	face,	where	for	the	first	time	an	enormous	smile	radiates’	(2013:	
n.p.).	Already	then,	we	can	see	greater	sympathy	for	Racheal’s	dreams	of	
escaping	Stockport	than	we	ever	find	in	Stephens’s	text	for	Nora’s	desire	to	
escape	her	home	environment.		Racheal’s	positive	outcome	(not	dissimilar	
to	Stephens’s	own	escape	from	Stockport	to	go	to	university	in	York)	
contrasts	with	Stephens’s	(possibly	not	entirely	serious)	suggestion	that	
Nora’s	departure	will	be	less	successful:	‘there’s	part	of	me	that	thinks	
[Nora’s]	going	to	go	back	next	day,	hung	over	and	apologetic’	(Stephens	
2014b:	n.p.).		
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Stephens	himself	sees	Port	as	a	play	about	‘making	sense	of	what	it	is	to	
love	and	to	face	disappointment.	It’s	a	play	about	making	sense	of	growing	
up	in	the	battered	north.	[…]	It’s	a	play	about	making	sense	of	the	
juxtaposition	of	energy	and	lethargy	in	one	place	at	the	same	time.	But,	
more	than	that,	it’s	a	play	about	making	sense	of	the	inevitability	of	death	
and,	through	that,	the	urgency	of	living	a	life	with	eyes	as	wide	open	as	you	
can	get	them	to	be’	(2013b:	ix).		
	
While	the	Helmers’	comfortable	lifestyle	might	have	little	in	common	with	
Racheal’s	life	in	Stockport,	Stephens’s	observation	that	his	play	is	about	
making	sense	of	the	juxtaposition	of	energy	and	lethargy	chimes	with	
Nora’s	experience	of	living	in	her	‘doll’s	house’,	as	seen	in	the	contrast	in	
Nora’s	mood	between	segment	five	(when	she	appears	too	tired	to	play	
with	her	own	children)	and	segment	10	(when	she	embraces	the	possibility	
that	a	miracle	is	about	to	happen)	above.	In	Port,	meanwhile,	Racheal	tries	
to	see	her	hometown	through	new	eyes	after	being	away	and	desperately	
seeks	signs	of	hope	emerging	from	the	environment	of	her	childhood	spent	
with	friends	such	as	Danny.		
	
RACHEAL:			When	I	was	a	kid	I	used	to	think	[the	clock	tower	in	
Merseyway]	was	massive.	Fucking	big	skyscraper.	I	couldn’t	
understand	how	come,	when	they	had	programmes	about	the	
tallest	buildings	in	the	world,	I	couldn’t	understand	why	they	never	
mentioned	the	clock	tower	in	Merseyway.	I	went	back	in	there	at	
the	weekend.	It’s	tiny.	Very	squat.	Really	short.	I	was	quite	
disappointed.	Noticed	the	viaduct.	
DANNY:			The	viaduct?	
RACHEAL:			I	never	really	paid	any	attention	to	it	before.	I	never	
really	noticed	it.	But	I	was	looking	at	it,	on	my	way	into	town.	It’s	
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actually,	y’know,	it’s	quite	impressive.	There’s	something	about	it	
(Stephens	2005:	316).	
	
This	dialogue	is	typical	of	much	of	Racheal’s	way	of	speaking:	a	clumsy	but	
wholly	sincere	observation	on	urban	life	that	points	to	a	character	that	
Stephens	himself	describes	as	‘open-eyed,	tough,	brilliantly	optimistic’	
(2013a:	n.p.).	Unlike	Nora,	our	sympathies	for	Racheal	rely	on	her	very	
abilities	to	see	the	best	in	her	environment	and	the	people	within	it.	A	
particularly	poignant	example	of	this	is	her	attempt	to	empathise	with	her	
brother,	who	has	been	in	prison.	
	
RACHEAL:			You	know	what	I	think.	I	think	that	nobody	or	nothing	
should	make	you	cry.	Ever.	And	I’m	sorry	because	I	know	that	there	
are	some	things	that	I	just	don’t	know	about	prison	and	about	what	
it	was	like	and	what	now.	I	do	get	you.	And	I	didn’t	always	but	I	do	
now.	And	I	love	yer.	And	I	do	think	that	you	will	be	all	right.	
(Stephens	2005:	335)	
	
Both	Port	and	A	Doll’s	House	are	about	how	their	central	female	
protagonists	deal	with	issues	such	as	the	loss	of	a	parent,	the	confines	of	
marriage	and	the	ease	with	which	families	can	fall	apart.	Why,	then,	is	
Stephens’s	Racheal	portrayed	so	much	more	sympathetically	than	his	
Nora?	The	most	obvious	interpretation	would	be	that	Stephens	himself	
identifies	more	with	working-class	families	such	as	Racheal’s	than	with	
more	privileged	middle-class	families	such	as	the	Helmers,	and	as	a	result	
champions	the	former’s	success	more	than	the	latter’s.	While	Stephens	
clearly	delights	in	showing	us	how	Racheal	succeeds	in	the	face	of	all	the	
problems	that	life	throws	at	her	through	no	fault	of	her	own,	we	can	also	
imagine	him	delighting	in	Nora	experiencing	the	very	opposite:	a	fall	from	
grace	in	spite	of	all	the	advantages	that	she	has	enjoyed	in	life.	Underlying	
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this	greater	distance	from	the	world	of	the	Helmers	is	perhaps	also	the	fact	
that	these	characters	are	not	Stephens’s	own	in	the	sense	that	they	were	
originally	created	by	another	writer,	and	that	they	are	not	in	Stephens’s	
possession	in	quite	the	same	way	as	characters	that	he	has	developed	on	
the	page	by	himself.79	
	
When	audiences	familiar	with	Port	watch	Stephens’s	A	Doll’s	House,	then,	I	
would	argue	that	the	lack	of	sympathy	that	they	are	potentially	
encouraged	to	feel	for	Nora	(as	evidenced	by	the	chain	of	weak	
implicatures	identified	above)	could	well	trigger	contextual	associations	
with	Racheal	by	virtue	of	her	complete	oppositeness	to	Nora,	thereby	
creating	rewarding	poetic	effects	through	the	collision	of	wholly	
contrasting	cognitive	effects	(one	of	empathy,	and	one	of	apathy).		
	
We	can	contrast	the	associations	that	Racheal	might	trigger	with	the	
associations	that	might	be	triggered	by	another	of	Stephens’s	female	
characters,	Harper	Regan	(in	the	play	of	the	same	name	first	performed	in	
2008).	At	first	glance,	Harper	would	appear	to	bear	many	similarities	to	
both	Nora	and	Racheal	in	that	all	three	women	feel	compelled	to	flee	their	
physical	surroundings	as	a	way	of	escaping	the	detrimental	effect	their	
environment	has	on	their	sense	of	freedom	and	self-worth.		
	
While	Racheal	seeks	to	escape	her	working-class	background,	Harper	seeks	
to	escape	the	anguish	of	her	middle-class	family	when	she	leaves	her	
husband	and	family	behind	in	Greater	London	and	returns	to	her																																																									
79	It	could,	of	course,	be	argued	from	the	perspective	of	Relevance	Theory	that	a	
playwright’s	characters	never	actually	belong	to	the	playwright	who	created	them,	but	
rather	to	the	spectators	who	create	their	own	image	of	those	characters.	The	point	I	am	
seeking	to	make	here,	however,	is	the	more	general	one	that,	while	translators’	characters	
are	bound	inevitably	to	contain	some	of	that	translator’s	voice	(if	we	accept	the	view	that	
the	translator’s	voice	is	heard	in	every	translation,	see	Hermans	1996a:	27),	this	does	not	
have	to	imply	that	the	translator	will	always	empathise	with	the	source-text	author’s	
characters	in	the	same	way	that	the	source-text	author	might.	
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Manchester	roots	to	visit	her	parents.	Here,	she	is	forced	to	confront	the	
toxic	secret	at	the	heart	of	her	comfortable	family	life	(namely	that	her	
husband,	Seth,	has	taken	pornographic	pictures	of	children	playing	in	a	
park)	and	finally	find	peace	with	herself.	Lesley	Sharp,	the	actor	who	
played	Harper	in	the	play’s	initial	run	at	the	National	Theatre	in	London,	
describes	Harper	as	‘a	woman	who's	confused	about	how	she	feels	about	
her	life.	[…]	She's	supposed	to	be	a	wife	and	a	mother,	but	she	goes	on	a	
very	dark	journey.	By	the	end,	she	goes	home	and	sees	the	truth	of	her	
situation,	her	relationship	and	who	she	is’	(cited	in	Trueman	2013:	n.p.).	
	
Harper’s	journey	is	clearly	similar	to	Nora’s	in	that	both	feel	the	need	to	
step	out	of	their	environment	to	discover	who	they	really	are.	Here,	
Stephens	acknowledges	the	influences	on	Harper	Regan	of	classical	Greek	
drama	such	as	those	of	Euripedes.	‘I	wanted	to	write	a	play	about	a	quest.	I	
wanted	to	write	a	play	which	was	dominated	by	a	heroic	central	
protagonist.	And	I	wanted	to	write	a	play	in	which	a	transgression	within	a	
family	had	cursed	that	family	and	the	quest	was	an	attempt	to	solve	that	
curse,	or	to	ease	it,	or	to	heal	it’	(cited	in	Bolton	2008:	4).		
	
The	fact	that	Nora’s	dramatic	journey	is	triggered	by	her	own	offence	and	
Harper’s	by	the	offence	of	another	does	not	detract	from	the	fact	that	both	
characters	remain	defined	by	the	extraordinary	circumstances	in	which	
they	find	themselves	as	a	result	of	those	offences.	Like	Nora,	Harper’s	inner	
life	and	turmoil	shapes	everything	that	she	does	and	says.	The	spectre	of	
her	past	hovers	over	each	of	her	reactions,	from	the	most	prosaic	to	the	
most	profound,	including	those	that	she	does	not	articulate	in	words.	
Consider,	for	example,	even	the	opening	lines	of	Harper	Regan.	
	
	 ELWOOD:			If	you	go	I	don’t	think	you	should	come	back.	
A	terribly	long	pause.	As	long	as	they	can	get	away	with.	They	stand	
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incredibly	still.	
HARPER:			I	don’t	know	what	to	say.	
ELWOOD:			No	(Stephens	2011:	205).	
In	these	lines	alone,	Stephens	not	only	implicitly	sets	up	the	key	theme	of	
his	play	(described	by	Bolton	as	‘an	empathetic	exploration	of	the	sexual	
drives	which,	consciously	and	unconsciously,	influence	behaviour’,	2008:	6)	
but	also	employs	a	dramaturgical	feature	that	he	frequently	uses	
throughout	his	work:	namely	that	of	throwing	the	audience	off-balance	
and	unnerving	them	before	unveiling	the	true	nature	of	the	relationship	
between	his	characters.	This	scene	unfolds	to	become	one	in	which	we	see	
that	Harper	is	actually	asking	her	employer,	Elwood,	for	time	off	to	visit	her	
sick	father.	In	the	process	of	this	disclosure,	we	are	invited	to	be	fascinated	
by	and	fearful	of	the	sexual	tension	between	the	two	characters	in	equal	
measure.	
	
As	discussed	earlier	in	this	section,	such	sexual	tension	is,	of	course,	equally	
evident	(and	equally	unnerving)	in	Stephens’s	depiction	of	the	relationship	
between	Nora	and	Dr	Rank,	and	of	the	triangular	relationship	between	
these	two	characters	and	Torvald:	one	which	is	also	frequently	imbued	
with	fascinating	and	fearful	silences.	Stephens	observes	how	his	favourite	
moment	in	his	version	of	A	Doll’s	House	is	‘when	Torvald	leaves	Rank	and	
Nora	on	the	sofa	alone	to	get	his	cigar.	They	sit	in	silence.	They	can’t	speak.	
The	level	of	love	and	sadness	and	fear	of	death	in	them	is	utterly	
extraordinary	and	moves	them	beyond	words’	(2016:	67).	
	
Stephens’s	similar	portrayal	of	subtly	unnerving	sexual	tension	(coupled	
with	painfully	long	periods	of	silence)	in	Harper	Regan	and	A	Doll’s	House	
will,	I	would	argue,	not	go	unnoticed	among	audiences	familiar	with	both	
plays,	and	would	certainly	be	noted	by	spectators	who	are	familiar	with	
some	of	those	other	English	translations	of	A	Doll’s	House	that,	as	pointed	
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out	by	Bull	earlier	in	this	section,	do	not	suggest	anywhere	near	as	much	
sexual	awareness	on	the	part	of	Nora	as	Stephens	does.	
Another	dimension	of	Harper	Regan	that	I	believe	is	strongly	reflected	in	
Stephens’s	Nora	is	the	relationship	that	both	characters	have	with	what	
they	perceive	as	truth.	Against	the	background	of	her	husband’s	supposed	
paedophilia	and	her	father’s	concealed	sexuality,	Harper	declares	towards	
the	end	of	the	play	that	‘I’ve	decided	I’m	going	to	do	my	best	to	try	to	stop	
lying	all	the	time.	Too	many	people	do	that,	I	think’	(Stephens	2011:	291).	
Like	other	characters	in	Stephens’s	own	plays	written	before	and	after	
Harper	Regan,80	Harper	seeks	her	own	personal	peace	through	telling	the	
truth,	both	to	others	and	to	herself.	As	Stephens	says,	‘in	these	characters’	
attempts	to	be	honest	there	is	a	kind	of	dignity’	(2011:	xix).	
	
Stephens’s	Nora,	meanwhile,	is	also,	I	would	argue,	fixated	on	the	notion	of	
truth	to	a	greater	extent	than	Ibsen’s	Nora.	In	the	above	chain	of	
implicatures,	for	example,	we	see	Nora	switch	from	having	a	rather	
ambivalent	attitude	towards	truth	in	segment	four	to	sneering	at	the	faux-
authenticity	of	her	relationship	with	Torvald	in	segment	11.	If	we	compare	
Stephens’s	Nora’s	defiant	outburst	following	her	discovery	of	the	
seriousness	of	her	fraudulent	forgery	of	her	father’s	signature	at	the	end	of	
Act	I…	
	
NORA:			It’s	not	true.	It’s	not	true.	It’s	not	true.	It’s	not	true.	
(Stephens	2014:	46)	
	
…	with	Ibsen’s	Nora’s	search	for	a	more	logical	solution	in	which	possibility	
is	privileged	over	truth…	
	
																																																								
80	Examples	here	include	Peter	in	On	the	Shores	of	the	Wide	World	(2005),	Lilly	in	Punk	
Rock	(2009),	and	Steve	in	Marine	Parade	(2010),	to	name	but	a	few.	
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NORA:			Å	hva!	Det	er	ikke	så.	Det	er	umulig.	Det	ma	være	unmulig.	
(Ibsen	2013:	60)	
My	literal	translation:			Oh	what!	It	isn’t	so.	It’s	impossible.	It	must	
be	impossible.	
	
…	it	is	not	unlikely	that	Stephens’s	audiences	will	infer	a	more	heartfelt,	but	
also	more	misguided,	quest	for	honour	and	self-respect	in	Stephens’s	Nora	
than	might	be	the	case	for	more	literal	translations	of	Ibsen’s	text	(for	
example,	Meyer’s	rather	stoical	‘It’s	nonsense.	It	must	be.	It’s	impossible.	It	
must	be	impossible,’	1985:	54).	Ultimately	Stephens’s	Nora	seeks	to	see	
herself	for	who	she	truly	is:	and	like	the	Nora	whom	Stephens’s	audience	
sees,	she	is	unlikely	to	find	anything	other	than	cold	comfort	in	that	truth.	
For	while	audiences	will	undoubtedly	applaud	Racheal	and	Harper	for	
embarking	on	their	own	journeys	of	self-realisation,	Stephens	offers	us	less	
evidence	that	Nora	will	find	peace	once	she	arrives	at	her	own	truth	–	nor	
are	we	necessarily	invited	to	wish	her	a	peaceful	conclusion.	
	
A	final	character	created	by	Stephens	that	I	would	briefly	like	to	explore	in	
this	context	is	Cathy,	the	main	female	character	in	Stephens’s	2014	play	
Blindsided.	Presented	to	the	public	for	the	first	time	almost	two	years	after	
Stephens’s	Nora	first	appeared	on	stage,	Cathy	is,	I	believe,	an	example	of	
a	character	who	has	been	influenced	by	Nora,	rather	than	the	other	way	
around.	As	Stephens	himself	says,	‘I	think	the	influences	of	the	two	plays	
on	one	another	were	unconscious.	I	was	drawn	to	a	trapped,	dislocated	
young	female	character	responding	to	a	cumulated	pressure	with	an	action	
of	extremity,	perhaps.	I	think	I	was	working	on	Blindsided	some	time	after	
A	Doll’s	House,	but	it	got	into	my	blood,	that	play.’81	
	
																																																								
81	Source:	personal	email	correspondence	with	Stephens,	6	September	2016.	
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Here,	it	should,	of	course	be	remembered	that	the	time	at	which	Stephens	
was	writing	Blindsided	was	most	probably	the	same	time	at	which	A	Doll’s	
House	was	enjoying	its	first	run	at	the	Young	Vic	theatre.	Given	the	media	
attention	that	the	Young	Vic	production	attracted,	including	many	
interviews	with	Stephens	himself,	it	would	seem	wholly	likely	that	the	two	
works	were	occupying	Stephens’s	attention	at	the	same	time.	
	
Blindsided	is	still	Stephens’s	most	party-political	play,	in	which	we	witness	
what	Bolton	calls	the	‘deracination	of	social,	cultural	and	generational	
bonds’	that	Thatcherism	unleashed	on	UK	society	following	the	1979	
election	(2014:	iii).	While	the	social	revolution	in	19th-century	Norway	that	
Ibsen	foresaw	in	A	Doll’s	House	is	in	no	way	directly	comparable	to	the	
ideological	reorientation	seen	in	the	UK	during	the	1980s,	there	is	
nonetheless	a	sense	in	which	both	Nora	and	her	husband	Torvald	on	the	
one	hand,	and	Cathy	and	her	partner	John	on	the	other,	are	all	in	their	own	
way	metaphors	for	societies	on	the	cusp	of	radical	social	upheaval.	Both	
couples	act	not	only	as	protagonists	but	also	as	victims	of	this	upheaval.	
Moreover,	both	couples’	stories	remain	unfinished,	leaving	spectators	to	
decide	what	the	ultimate	fate	of	all	four	characters	is	from	their	position	as	
more	knowing	observers	of	what	was	to	come	in	their	respective	societies.	
	
While	Nora,	unlike	Cathy,	might	never	have	killed	any	of	her	children,	there	
are	some	telling	parallels	between	the	way	in	which	Stephens	interprets	
Ibsen’s	Nora	and	the	way	in	which	he	develops	his	own	character	Cathy.	
Most	importantly,	I	would	argue,	Stephens	follows	a	path	in	both	plays	that	
culminates	in	us	having	some	sympathy,	but	little	empathy,	with	the	
leading	female	character	because	of	the	means	by	which	they	both	seek	to	
undo	the	damage	caused	by	their	relationships.	As	Guardian	theatre	critic	
Lyn	Gardner	concludes	in	her	review	of	Blindsided,	‘this	is	not	a	play	that	
you	respond	to	with	your	brain;	it's	a	play	that	you	feel	in	your	bones.	The	
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characters	are	undeniably	odd	and	yet	undeniably	alive.	Alienated	and	not	
always	lovable,	they	are	nonetheless	compulsively	watchable,	contrarily	
human’	(2014:	n.p.).	
Spectators	who	see	Blindsided	after	A	Doll’s	House	will,	I	would	argue,	
almost	certainly	recognise	in	Cathy	the	same	desperate	need	to	be	loved	
and	feel	secure	that	Nora	reveals.	Compare,	for	example,	Nora’s	love	of	the	
material	security	that	Torvald	provides	for	her	(see	segment	four	above)	
with	the	absoluteness	of	Cathy’s	love	for	John.	
	
CATHY:			When	I’m	with	you,	I	don’t	worry	about	the	things	that	
have	happened	to	me	and	I	don’t	worry	about	the	things	that	are	
going	to	happen	to	me.	I	don’t	worry	about	Ruthy	[her	daughter].	I	
feel	I’m	kind	of	just	there.	
JOHN:			I’ve	known	you	three	days	Cathy.	
CATHY:			I	can	get	rather	attached	to	people	quite	suddenly	
(Stephens	2014a:	12).	
	
Similarly,	Nora’s	claim	to	her	friend	Kristine	in	segment	10	above	about	her	
life	being	about	to	change	finds	its	echo	in	Cathy’s	sinister	admission	to	her	
friend	Isaac	that	she	has	a	plan	to	surprise	her	boyfriend	John	(the	plan,	as	
we	discover	later,	being	to	murder	her	daughter).	
	
CATHY:			I	came	up	with	a	brilliant	idea.	I	can’t	tell	you	what	it	is	
because	it’d	really	surprise	you	and	you’d	probably	try	and	stop	me	
or	you’d	tell	the	police	and	then	things	would	just	go	from	bad	to	
worse.	
ISAAC:			Cathy	why	would	I	tell	the	police?	
CATHY:			You	wouldn’t	really.	But	I	bet	you’d	try	and	stop	me…	
(Stephens	2014a:	62)	
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Ultimately,	of	course,	even	if	their	crimes	are	in	no	way	comparable,	both	
Nora	and	Cathy	are	characters	‘whose	transgression	is	against	the	
unfeeling	and	unsympathetic	laws	created	by	male-dominated	society,	but	
whose	deeper	motives	are	honourable	and	admirable’	(McFarlane	1989:	
236).	The	crisis	that	both	of	them	face	is	therefore	not	entirely	of	their	own	
doing,	and	the	emancipation	that	emerges	from	their	respective	crises	
again	reminds	us	of	their	emotional	strength	more	than	their	emotional	
frailty.	The	same	thing	cannot	be	said	of	some	of	the	men	in	Nora’s	life,	as	
we	shall	see	in	the	following	section.	
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4.7	Stephens	and	emotionally	damaged	characters	
	
Emotional	frailty	is,	of	course,	at	the	heart	of	much	powerful	drama	of	any	
era	and	in	any	language.	One	of	Ibsen’s	frequent	themes	in	this	respect	is	
the	frailty	that	results	from	what	McFarlane	terms	the	‘ironic	disparity’	
between	what	a	character	thinks	and	what	other	characters	in	that	
situation	(and	the	audiences	observing	it)	know	to	be	the	reality:	‘where	a	
character,	because	of	some	delusion	or	misapprehension	or	prejudice	or	
ignorance	or	mental	sickness	or	hypnotic	suggestion	cannot	or	will	not	
grasp	the	realities	of	the	case’	(1989:	91).	In	Stephens’s	work,	meanwhile,	
emotional	frailty	is	framed	more	in	terms	of	characters’	‘childlike	sense	of	
wonder	at	the	world’	(Rebellato	2005:	176).	This	then	invites	an	idealistic	
view	of	that	world	that	on	the	one	hand	saves	his	characters	from	
confronting	the	worst	aspects	of	their	lives,	but	on	the	other	hand	breeds	a	
dysfunctional	relationship	with	reality	that	can	sometimes	lead	to	
implosion.		
	
The	character	in	A	Doll’s	House	who	best	exemplifies	such	‘ironic	disparity’	
and	dysfunctional	idealism	is	Nora’s	husband,	Torvald.82	In	the	following	
chain	of	implicatures,	we	can	see	in	both	the	source	and	target	texts	how	
Torvald	goes	from	gently	belittling	Nora	to	aggressively	infantilising	and	
ridiculing	her	as	the	reality	of	their	relationship	slowly	dawns	on	him.	These	
examples	(just	a	few	of	many	that	slowly	serve	to	build	a	tension	between	
																																																								
82	Characters	in	other	plays	by	Ibsen	who,	I	believe,	would	also	fit	this	description	include	
Helene	Alving	in	Ghosts	(1881),	Hjalmar	Ekdal	in	Vildanden	(The	Wild	Duck,	1884),	Hedda	
Gabler	in	the	play	of	the	same	name	(1890),	and	Halvard	Solness	in	The	Master	Builder	
(1892),	to	name	just	a	few.	
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	Torvald	and	Nora)83	do	also,	I	believe,	show	how	Stephens’s	version	takes	
on	a	particularly	sinister	tone	that	ultimately	results	in	Nora	being	the	one	
who	questions	her	own	sanity	rather	than	Torvald.	
																																																									
83	One	of	the	most	overt	ways	in	which	Ibsen’s	Torvald	belittles	his	wife	is	his	constant	
reference	(particularly	in	Act	I)	to	Nora	as	an	animal	(see	segments	one	and	two	above):	
either	as	a	lerkefugl	(lark,	seven	times),	spillefugl	(‘play	bird’,	four	times),	sangfugl	
(songbird,	twice),	spøgefugl	(‘jester	bird’,	once),	fugl	(bird,	once)	or	ekorn	(squirrel,	three	
times).	On	one	occasion	Nora	also	refers	to	herself	as	a	lark	and	a	squirrel	(Ibsen	2013:	12).	
Stephens’s	version	features	fewer	(14)	references	to	Nora	as	an	animal,	made	either	by	
Torvald	or	by	Nora	in	response	to	or	in	anticipation	of	Torvald	belittling	her.	However,	
Stephens’s	choice	of	animal	is	somewhat	different	(six	references	to	swallow,	five	to	
skylark,	two	to	hamster	and	one	to	chaffinch)	and	the	context	of	such	references	is	often	
much	more	obviously	passive-aggressive	than	in	Ibsen’s	text	(see	later	in	this	section).	
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Figure	4.4:	Chain	of	weak	implicatures	implying	emotionally	damaged	
characters	
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In	Ibsen’s	source	text,	we	see	how	duty,	combined	with	fear	and	a	sense	of	
his	own	inadequacy	drive	Torvald	to	defend	his	own	professional	position	
and	his	role	in	the	household.	This	represents	his	only	hope	of	freedom	and	
self-fulfilment,	just	as	Nora’s	only	hope	is	to	escape.	Once	Torvald	sees	that	
Nora	is	no	longer	willing	or	able	to	play	the	role	of	the	subservient	wife,	
this	inevitably	forces	him	to	question	his	own	role,	values	and	behaviour.		
	
Whereas	in	Ibsen’s	version	Torvald	is	often	simply	conforming	to	a	
caricature	of	male	social	and	moral	behaviour	in	a	patriarchal	and	class-
ridden	culture	(albeit	a	particularly	extreme	one),	the	emotional	turmoil	
and	moral	weakness	of	Stephens’s	Torvald	is	also	conditioned	by	
Stephens’s	portrayal	of	the	impact	of	societal	and	familial	pressures	on	
Torvald’s	life	(e.g.	the	pressure	to	look	after	his	family	financially,	or	the	
pressure	to	seek	promotion	at	work),	giving	his	frailty	a	much	bleaker	
dimension	than	Ibsen	does.	As	Bolton	says,	‘characters	in	Stephens’s	plays	
[…]	demonstrate	an	ongoing	improvisation	of	moral,	societal	and	familial	
values,	an	improvisation	engendered	by	the	20th-century’s	erosion	of	such	
ideological	certainties	such	as	organized	religion,	elected	government	and	
the	nuclear	family’	(2013:	103).	
	
A	particular	consequence	of	this	erosion	is	Stephens’s	characters	frequent	
inability	to	connect	with	one	another.	Stephens	himself	points	out	that	he	
is	often	drawn	to	duologues	or	monologues	as	a	means	of	distilling	the	
worlds	of	his	characters:	‘there	are	many	reasons	for	this,	but	among	them	
must	be	an	interest	in	dramatising	a	world	that	seems	to	be	more	atomised	
and	fractured	than	it	has	been	in	the	past	and	subsequently	scorched	by	a	
need	and	an	inability	to	connect’	(2009:	xxi).	
	
Torvald’s	inability	to	connect	with	Nora	is	certainly	a	theme	that	Stephens	
utilises	to	the	full	in	his	version	of	A	Doll’s	House,	as	seen	in	all	the	
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segments	above.	Moreover,	the	exchange	between	the	two	characters	in	
the	final	part	of	Act	III	of	Stephens’s	text	(when	Nora	announces	her	desire	
to	end	their	marriage)	reveals	an	even	more	dysfunctional	relationship	
between	the	two	than	Ibsen’s	dialogue	does,	and	one	that	is	likely	to	result	
in	the	audience’s	sympathies	veering	much	more	dramatically	between	
Torvald	and	Nora	than	in	the	source	text.	In	particular,	I	would	suggest	that	
Stephens’s	Torvald	is	even	more	lacking	in	emotional	intelligence	than	
Ibsen’s	Torvald:	as	seen,	for	example,	in	the	even	more	sinister	dialogue	in	
segments	three	to	five	above,	which	reveals	a	total	lack	of	empathy	for	
Nora’s	situation	and	an	inability	to	see	the	world	from	any	perspective	
other	than	his	own.	
	
Such	manipulation	of	Nora	under	the	pretext	of	seeking	to	preserve	the	
appearance	of	a	wealthy	and	righteous	household	does,	in	many	ways,	
mirror	the	way	in	which	many	other	characters	in	Stephens’s	plays	value	
the	status	afforded	by	conspicuous	consumption	above	all	else.	Bolton,	for	
example,	describes	how	Stephens’s	2009	play	Pornography	‘dramatizes	the	
devaluation	and	insidious	erosion	of	qualities	such	as	tolerance,	trust,	
generosity,	kindness	and	empathy.	Values	and	lexicons	forged	in	the	
crucible	of	consumer	capitalism	infiltrate	private	as	well	as	public	spheres,	
co-opting	everyday	relations	into	miniature	narratives	of	transaction	and	
exploitation’	(2013:	119).		
	
We	can	also	compare	Torvald’s	lack	of	emotional	literacy	to	the	behaviour	
of	Peter	in	Stephens’s	Olivier	award-winning	play	On	the	Shore	of	the	Wide	
World	(2005),	who	only	appears	able	to	articulate	his	resentment	towards	
father	Charlie	for	maltreating	his	mother	as	Charlie	lies	dying,	just	as	
Torvald	only	starts	to	realise	his	own	capacity	for	change	as	he	sees	his	
marriage	to	Nora	falling	apart.	
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PETER:			Alex	told	me	[you	hit	Mum].	Christopher	[Peter’s	other	son]	
saw	you.	
CHARLIE:			What	kind	of	a	–	I	don’t	believe	you’re	–	I	never	hit	your	
mother.	Not	ever.	
PETER:			I	don’t	believe	you.	I	believe	Christopher	more	than	I	
believe	you.	He	makes	you	look	like	a	liar.	
CHARLIE:			Peter,	I	–		
PETER:			I	wanted	to	tell	you.	I	can’t	be	like	you	any	more.	
CHARLIE:			What	are	you	talking	about?	
PETER:			You	know.	I	should	have	told	you	a	long	time	ago.	(Pause)	I	
should	be	going	(Stephens	2011:	99).	
	
Described	by	Billington	as	‘a	deeply	English	play	about	our	national	
capacity	for	evasion’	and	one	that	ultimately	reminds	us	how	‘families	are	
often	bound	together	by	guilt,	shame	and	secrecy’	(2005:	n.p.),	there	are	
many	resonances	here	with	the	Helmers’	family	life	that	spectators	who	
are	familiar	with	On	the	Shore	of	the	Wide	World	will	recognise:	the	sparse	
conversations	that	constantly	seem	to	be	holding	something	back,	the	
confines	of	constantly	living	up	to	others’	assumed	expectations,	and	the	
cathartic	effect	of	unburdening	a	lifetime	of	frustrations	onto	those	to	
whom	we	are	meant	to	be	close.		
	
On	top	of	this,	however,	I	would	argue	that	Stephens’s	Torvald	also	shows	
stronger	hints	of	a	disturbing	mental	imbalance	than	is	apparent	in	Ibsen’s	
character,	to	the	extent	that,	in	a	modern-day	context,	his	behaviour	
would	potentially	be	considered	a	form	of	emotional	abuse	(consider,	for	
example,	the	stages	Torvald	passes	through	in	the	segments	above,	from	
behaving	in	a	passive-aggressive	way	to	overt	control	and	manipulation,	
followed	by	an	attempt	at	reconciliation	before	trying	to	transfer	his	own	
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loss	of	sanity	onto	Nora).84	Again,	this	is	something	of	a	regular	theme	in	
Stephens’s	work,	and	one	that	may	well	resonate	with	spectators	of	A	
Doll’s	House	who	are	familiar	with	situations	that	occur	in	some	of	his	
earlier	plays:	for	example,	the	abuse	suffered	by	Billy	at	the	hands	of	a	
gang	of	teenagers	on	his	council	estate	in	Herons	(2001),	Bennett’s	bullying	
of	Tanya	and	Chadwick	in	Punk	Rock	(2009),	and	Sian’s	manipulation	of	
Jonathan	in	Wastwater	(2011).	
	
Importantly,	Stephens	acknowledges	that	he	actively	accentuated	the	
connotations	of	mental	illness	in	his	version	of	A	Doll’s	House	as	a	way	of	
optimising	the	credibility	of	Torvald’s	behaviour	towards	Nora	in	Act	III.	
	
I	remember	working	on	[Act	III]	and	thinking	this	is	where	we	lose	
the	audience.	[…]	And	so	there	were	two	decisions	made	about	that,	
one	was	the	introduction	of	the	possibility	that	Torvald’s	illness,	
which	is	very	vague	and	unspecific	in	the	literal,	very	probably	was	a	
kind	of	mental	breakdown,	so	there’s	a	character	with	a	backstory	
of	erratic	psychological	behaviour.	And	the	other	thing	was	to	really	
amp	up	the	amount	of	booze	he’d	had	(2014c:	n.p.).	
	
The	role	of	alcohol	and	alcoholism	in	shaping	a	character’s	physical	and	
emotional	behaviour	is	certainly	a	theme	that	Stephens	has	explored	
previously	in	his	own	work	on	several	occasions,	so	it	should	be	no	surprise	
to	spectators	familiar	with	this	work	that	it	emerges	again	in	A	Doll’s	House.	
Stephens	himself	is	well	aware	of	why	this	is	so.	
	
	 	
																																																								
84	Emotional	abuse	has	been	recognised	as	a	crime	in	the	UK	since	the	introduction	of	the	
Serious	Crime	Act	in	2015,	which	created	a	new	offence	of	controlling	or	coercive	
behaviour	in	intimate	or	familial	relationships	that	carries	a	maximum	sentence	of	five	
years’	imprisonment,	a	fine	or	both	(Home	Office	2015:	n.p.).	
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I	come	from	a	family	of	alcoholics.	My	dad	died	when	he	was	59	of	
alcohol-related	illness.	[…]	As	a	writer	that’s	something	you’re	going	
to	return	to	and	obsess	about.	[…]	So	it’s	not	surprising	that	in	my	
version	[of	A	Doll’s	House]	themes	that	have	haunted	me	like	
compassionate	consideration	of	mental	illness	and	an	interrogation	
of	alcoholism	and	the	presence	of	alcoholism	in	our	culture	[…]	
should	be	underlined	and	revealed	(2014c:	n.p.).85	
	
References	to	alcohol	are	indeed	more	prevalent	in	Stephens’s	version	of	A	
Doll’s	House	than	in	Ibsen’s	source	text.	Indeed,	they	potentially	serve	to	
create	another	small	chain	of	weak	implicatures	as	follows.	
	
	
																																																								
85	Examples	of	characters	in	whose	lives	alcohol	looms	large	include	Billy’s	mother	in	
Herons,	Jamie	in	Country	Music	(2004),	Peter	in	On	the	Shore	of	the	Wide	World,	Danny	in	
Motortown	(2006),	and	virtually	all	the	characters	in	Three	Kingdoms	(2011).		
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Figure	4.5:	Chain	of	weak	implicatures	implying	drunkenness	
	
Here,	it	is	clear	how	Stephens’s	version	accentuates	the	theme	of	alcohol	
far	more	than	Ibsen’s	version	does,	with	segments	two	and	three	above	
having	no	equivalent	in	the	source	text	at	all,	and	segment	one	containing	
an	explicit	reference	to	the	amount	of	wine	that	Torvald	has	ordered	for	
Christmas	Eve,	which	again	does	not	feature	in	Ibsen’s	text.	This,	I	would	
argue,	is	an	obvious	example	of	Stephens	injecting	something	of	his	own	
voice	or	agenda	into	his	version:	perhaps	as	a	result	of	the	belief	that	
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alcohol	fuels	Torvald’s	anger	towards	Nora	on	discovering	the	letter	from	
Krogstad,	or	is	behind	Nora’s	decision	to	leave	her	family.86		
	
Irrespective	of	any	awareness	of	alcohol	and	alcoholism	being	a	thread	
running	through	much	of	Stephens’	previous	work,	this	theme	of	alcohol	
will	become	obvious	to	spectators	of	Stephens’s	version	if	they	read	the	
interview	with	Stephens	contained	in	the	programme	for	the	London	
productions	of	A	Doll’s	House	entitled	‘Drinking	and	Madness	–	Simon	
Stephens	on	A	Doll’s	House’	(see	Figure	4.3	in	Section	4.6).	This	is	an	
example	of	what	Gérard	Genette	would	term	epitext	(i.e.	a	paratextual	
element	outside	of	and	at	some	distance	from	the	primary	text),	and	of	
how	epitexts	can	play	a	strong	role	in	shaping	reception	of	that	primary	
text	(1997:	344).	It	would	certainly	be	interesting,	I	believe,	to	speculate	to	
what	extent	this	interview	might	have	influenced	spectators’	spontaneous	
inferences	from	Stephens’s	text	in	situ,	i.e.	in	the	theatre	itself,	either	
before	the	start	of	the	play,	during	the	interval	or	immediately	afterwards.		
	
In	the	meantime,	however,	I	would	like	to	explore	how	one	final	theme	
throughout	much	of	Stephens’s	work	might	be	inferred	in	his	version	of	A	
Doll’s	House,	namely	the	recurrent	topic	of	home	and	homecoming.	
																																																								
86	This	would	appear	consistent	with	Stephens’s	suggestion	(cited	in	the	previous	section)	
that	Nora	will	return	home	the	next	day,	hung	over	and	apologetic.	
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4.8	Stephens	and	the	constant	search	for	home	
	
The	concept	of	home	was	a	regular	theme	in	Ibsen’s	own	work,	both	
literally	and	symbolically.	Whether	in	the	context	of	the	marital	or	family	
home	(as	in	A	Doll’s	House),	the	home	town	or	home	country	(as	in	Peer	
Gynt),	or	the	artificially	created	home	(the	seamen’s	home	in	Ghosts),	the	
relationship	that	Ibsen’s	characters’	have	with	home	is	perhaps	as	complex	
and	ambivalent	as	Ibsen’s	own	relationship	with	Norway,	the	country	of	his	
birth	yet	one	he	lived	away	from	for	27	years.	Certainly,	there	is	often	a	
sense	in	Ibsen’s	work	of	an	escape	from	home	being	the	only	way	to	
achieve	self-reliance:	‘to	flee	the	place	that	stunts	one’s	growth,	stifles	
one’s	breath,	distorts	one’s	values	and	kill’s	one’s	opportunities’	
(McFarlane	1989:	240).	
	
This	is	certainly	something	with	which	Stephens	would	also	undoubtedly	
identify.	His	own	hometown	Stockport	features	in	a	number	of	his	plays,	
both	as	a	place	that	his	characters	are	desperate	to	escape	from	in	order	to	
seek	a	better	life	(e.g.	Racheal	in	Port,	William	in	Punk	Rock,	Alex	in	On	the	
Shore	of	the	Wide	World	and	Cathy	in	Blindsided)	and	one	that	his	
characters	sometimes	also	return	to	in	the	hope	of	finding	a	more	
authentic	version	of	themselves	(e.g.	Harper	in	Harper	Regan).	Likewise,	
characters	in	other	plays	also	seek	to	move	from	and	to	other	cities	to	
discover	where	home	is:	for	example,	Danny	in	Motortown,	who	returns	
home	to	London	after	fighting	in	the	Iraq	war,	or	Sally	in	Marine	Parade	
(2010),	who	seeks	to	escape	London	to	return	home	to	Newcastle.	
	
In	all	of	these	plays,	Stephens	shows	‘a	fascination	with	the	potential	and	
the	struggle	of	individuals	to	negotiate	transience,	to	locate	and	
communicate	a	self,	to	understand	and	to	be	understood’	(Bolton	2013:	
101).	This	is	sometimes	achieved	by	means	of	the	spatial	environment	that	
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those	individuals	find	themselves	in	or	back	in,	and	that	they	in	many	cases	
learn	to	understand	as	home:	whether	this	be	an	individual	building,	a	
community	of	individuals,	or	the	city	in	whose	streets	their	lives	are	played	
out.	At	the	same	time,	as	director	Sarah	Frankcom	notes,	it	is	also	often	
achieved	in	the	way	that	Stephens’s	work	examines	‘what	you	can	learn	by	
journey[ing],	what	people	experience	from	changing	their	circumstances,	
[…]	how	journeys	can	be	your	undoing	or	how	they	can	be	your	salvation’	
(cited	in	Bolton	2013:	110).	
	
I	would	now	like	to	explore	the	following	chain	of	weak	implicatures	in	
Stephens’s	version	of	A	Doll’s	House	to	assess	how	audiences	might	infer	
this	theme	of	home	if	they	are	familiar	with	Stephens’s	previous	work.	
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Figure	4.6:	Chain	of	weak	implicatures	implying	a	search	for	home	
	
Looking	at	Ibsen’s	text	in	the	above	segments,	it	is	difficult	not	to	agree	
with	McFarlane’s	view	that,	in	spite	of	Nora’s	delight	in	her	house	as	a	
symbol	of	her	husband’s	professional	success,	this	particular	home	
represents	a	claustrophobic	trap	from	which	she	is	perhaps	destined	to	
escape.	‘For	the	married	woman	of	Nora’s	day,	the	“home”	could	be	just	as	
disabling	as	for	the	child;	Nora	finds	herself	reduced	to	the	level	of	a	home-
comfort,	something	that	merely	contributes	to	the	husband’s	domestic	
well-being	and	flatters	his	ego	at	the	cost	of	destroying	hers.	She	becomes	
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a	possession’	(1989:	242).87	In	Stephens’s	version,	meanwhile,	I	would	
argue	that	Nora	and	Torvald’s	home	is	likely	to	be	understood	less	as	a	
metaphor	for	claustrophobia	and	control	(at	least,	not	control	only	on	the	
part	of	Torvald),	and	more	as	a	place	in	which	characters	seek	to	assert	
their	own	identity,	and	in	which	they	discover	the	incompatibility	of	their	
respective	identities.		
	
In	segment	two	above,	for	example,	Stephens’s	text	inevitably	carries	with	
it	greater	connotations	of	Nora	actively	shaping	her	home	to	suit	her	own	
needs,	tastes	and	perceived	status	(given	that	it	is	inferred	at	a	time	of	
even	more	conspicuous	consumption	than	in	Ibsen’s	time,	and	in	an	era	in	
which	the	options	in	terms	of	home	beautification	are	much	greater	than	
they	would	have	been	in	the	19th	century).	Likewise	in	segment	five,	
Torvald’s	attempts	to	sexually	arouse	his	wife	after	she	has	danced	for	him	
might	nowadays	appear	more	like	the	ramblings	of	a	drunk	than	the	
coercive	voice	of	a	domineering	master.	Finally,	the	fact	that	Stephens’s	
Nora	reminds	us	of	where	she	has	come	from	indicates	a	more	circular	
concept	of	her	impending	journey	back	to	her	roots	than	Ibsen’s	less	
emotive	reference	to	her	old	homestead.		
	
Whereas	Ibsen’s	text	is,	I	believe,	likely	to	suggest	an	enforced	and	not	
entirely	satisfying	journey	of	self-discovery	on	the	part	of	Nora	(a	return	to	
a	place	of	little	excitement,	but	one	that	will	at	least	enable	her	to	view	her	
life	in	a	simple	and	honest	environment	uncluttered	by	material	trappings),	
Stephens’s	Nora	is	more	likely	to	be	inferred	as	a	woman	on	the	verge	of	a																																																									
87	The	fact	that	Ibsen	called	his	play	Et	dukkehjem	(A	doll’s	home)	and	not	Et	dukkehus	(A	
doll’s	house)	suggests	that	Ibsen	is	reminding	us	that	Nora	and	their	children	are	being	
treated	as	playthings	for	Torvald’s	delight	in	what	is	supposed	to	be	a	place	of	refuge,	
comfort,	security	and	love.	In	fact,	the	term	dukkehjem	at	the	time	of	writing	the	play	was	
used	more	to	describe	a	small,	neat	home.	It	was	only	as	a	result	of	Ibsen’s	play	that	it	
took	on	a	more	pejorative	connotation	(Törnkvist	1995:	54):	something	that	modern-day	
spectators	of	the	play	in	translation	would	be	unlikely	to	infer	unless	they	were	
particularly	familiar	with	the	Dano-Norwegian	of	Ibsen’s	time.	
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challenging	voyage	of	genuine	self-realisation:	of	finding	a	sense	of	
purpose	and	(re)discovering	her	true	identity.	Of	course,	as	we	saw	in	
Section	4.6,	this	is	not	to	say	that	Stephens	wants	us	to	like	the	real	Nora	
that	lurks	under	the	surface	of	the	Nora	whom	we	see	in	A	Doll’s	House,	
but	rather	that	he	wishes	us	to	at	least	admire	her	search	for	a	place	
(physical	or	otherwise)	with	which	she	can	find	a	true	connection.	
	
There	is,	I	would	argue,	an	obvious	connection	between	the	way	in	which	
Stephens	articulates	the	theme	of	home	and	homecoming	in	A	Doll’s	House	
and	the	way	in	which	he	explores	the	same	theme	in	one	of	his	other	plays,	
The	Curious	Incident	of	the	Dog	in	the	Night-Time.	This	latter	work	is	an	
adaptation	(this	time	an	intralingual	one)	of	Mark	Haddon’s	2003	book	of	
the	same	name.	Stephens’s	play	opened	at	the	National	Theatre	in	July	
2012,	just	a	few	weeks	after	A	Doll’s	House	opened	at	the	Young	Vic.	It	
transferred	to	the	West	End	in	March	2013,	and	ran	there	until	June	2017.	
The	play,	like	the	book,	tells	the	story	of	the	journey	that	15-year-old	
Christopher	undergoes	in	search	of	the	killer	of	his	neighbour’s	dog	and	
explores	how	we	cope	with	the	shocks	that	can	tear	apart	our	familiar	
world.	It	won	praise	(not	least	in	the	form	of	an	Olivier	Award	for	Best	New	
Play	in	2013)	for	its	touching	depiction	of	the	world	as	seen	through	the	
eyes	of	a	boy	with	behavioural	problems	(commonly	assumed	to	be	the	
result	of	Asperger’s	syndrome,	although	Haddon	himself	has	always	
refused	to	confirm	this,	see	Singh	2015:	n.p.).	
	
While	The	Curious	Incident	of	the	Dog	in	the	Night-Time	and	A	Doll’s	House	
might	not	obviously	share	a	similar	audience,	I	would	suggest	that	there	is	
considerable	potential,	at	least	at	a	hypothetical	level,	for	London	
theatregoers	to	have	seen	both	plays,	and	possibly	also	in	quick	succession	
if	they	are	particularly	interested	in	Stephens’s	work.	With	this	in	mind,	it	is	
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interesting	to	note,	as	Stephens	himself	does,	that	both	plays	share	an	
identical	line	of	dialogue.	
	
Two	years	ago,	A	Doll’s	House	and	The	Curious	Incident	of	the	Dog	
in	the	Night-Time	were	in	rehearsal	at	the	same	time.	I	noticed	that	
both	plays	had	the	same	line	in	them.	‘I	could	never	spend	the	night	
in	a	stranger’s	house’.	Possibly	this	was	because	I	am	a	lazy	writer.	
But	rather	I	think	it’s	because	both	texts,	generated	by	other	
writers	and	responding	to	specific	sources	–	Mark	Haddon’s	novel	
and	Henrik	Ibsen’s	play	–	resonated	in	some	way	with	what	I	found	
myself	returning	to	as	a	writer.	I	write	again	and	again	about	
characters	needing	to	leave	home	but	terrified	of	its	impossibility;	
or	struggling	to	live	away	from	home;	or	having	left	home	being	
unable	to	ever	return	(2016:	180).	
	
This	begs	the	question	as	to	whether	Stephens’s	work	on	Ibsen’s	play	
influenced	his	work	on	his	own	original	play,	or	whether	it	was	actually	the	
other	way	around.	In	any	event,	I	would	argue	that	Stephens’s	recurrent	
themes	of	home	and	family	(and	the	attachment	and	detachment	that	his	
characters	experience	in	relation	to	these)	are	such	common	tropes	in	his	
work	(whether	of	translated	or	original	plays)	that	audiences	may	
immediately	recognise	these	in	either	of	these	productions,	and	even	more	
so	if	they	attended	performances	of	both	within	a	short	period	of	time.88	
																																																									
88	As	an	aside,	it	should	also	be	noted	how	much	A	Doll’s	House	and	The	Curious	Incident	
of	the	Dog	in	the	Night-Time	are	both	‘an	obsessive	interrogation	of	honesty	and	
dishonesty’	(Stephens,	cited	in	Rees	2012:	n.p.):	Nora	because	of	the	trauma	caused	by	
the	lies	she	felt	forced	to	tell,	and	Christopher	because	of	his	inability	to	lie	(an	
acknowledged	trait	of	those	with	Asperger’s	syndrome).	Here,	I	would	suggest	that	there	
is	potential	for	a	synergistic	effect,	with	the	themes	of	the	search	for	home	and	the	search	
for	honesty	combining	to	create	an	overarching	theme	of	home	being	the	one	place	in	
which	we	should	be	able	to	be	totally	honest	with	others	and	with	ourselves:	something	
that	Torvald	alludes	to	in	segment	three	above,	and	something	that	Christopher,	whose	
home	is	ultimately	the	world	in	which	he	lives	alone	with	his	thoughts,	also	demonstrates	
vividly.	
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The	questions	of	what	home	really	is,	whether	we	can	actually	leave	it,	and	
whether	it	is	ever	possible	to	return	to	it,	have	run	throughout	Stephens’s	
original	work	since	his	1998	play	Bluebird.	It	should	not	be	surprising,	
therefore,	that	they	feature	heavily	in	his	adaptations	as	well.	Stephens	
tackles	this	theme	from	a	number	of	different	perspectives,	from	a	bleak	
assessment	of	the	impact	of	urban	brutality	on	teenagers’	sense	of	
belonging	in	Herons,	to	an	examination	of	the	need	to	reconnect	with	an	
estranged	family	in	Harper	Reagan,	and	an	intense	exploration	of	the	
impact	on	a	character	of	having	to	return	home	due	to	a	death	in	the	
family	in	Song	from	Far	Away	(2015).	In	this	latter	play,	we	watch	how	the	
only	character	whom	we	see	on	stage	throughout	the	play,	Willem,	reflects	
on	the	distance	that	he	feels	from	his	family,	even	when	forced	to	be	the	
same	physical	space	as	them.	Having	returned	to	Amsterdam	from	his	
home	in	New	York	for	his	brother’s	funeral,	Willem	recounts	some	home	
truths	that	his	father	told	him	shortly	before	his	departure.	
	
WILLEM:			I	was	washing	up	after	dinner	when	Dad	came	in.	He	
asked	me	if	I	was	staying	at	the	Lloyd	again	tonight.	I	told	him	I	was.	
He	said	that	was	probably	for	the	best.	I	asked	him	why.	‘I	know	you	
never	liked	Pauli.	The	way	you	talked	about	him	when	you	were	
children.	And	when	he	got	older	all	he	wanted	was	for	you	to	ask	
him	to	go	and	see	you	and	stay	with	you	for	a	while.	Of	course	you	
didn’t.	But	he	was	your	brother,	Willem.	You	come	back	home.	You	
won’t	stay	at	the	house.	You	go	to	the	funeral.	You	stare	at	
everybody.	You	don’t	even	try	to	look	sad’	(Stephens	2015:	18).	
	
This	contrast	between	the	home	and	the	house,	Willem’s	actual	home	
(New	York)	and	his	temporary	home	(the	Lloyd	Hotel	in	Amsterdam),	and	
the	historical,	geographical	and	physical	barriers	that	we	can	choose	to	
erect	to	help	us	define	our	own	sense	of	home	are,	I	would	argue,	heard	
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strongly	throughout	Stephens’s	adaptation	of	A	Doll’s	House	(see	all	the	
segments	above).	They	perhaps	culminate	in	Nora’s	realisation	in	Act	III	
that	her	home	life	with	Torvald	has	been	built	on	a	lie.			
	
TORVALD:			Are	you	trying	to	tell	me	that	you've	never	been	happy	
here?	
NORA:			Never.	Not	happy.	
TORVALD:			You	ungrateful,	unreasonable	–	
NORA:			I've	been	cheerful.	That's	not	the	same.	You've	always	been	
very	kind	to	me.	But	none	of	this	was	real,	you	know?	This	wasn't	
really	a	house.	It	was	a	playroom.	I've	been	your	doll	(2012b:	104).	
	
Bolton’s	analysis	of	these	different	ways	in	which	Stephens	depicts	home	
could	almost	serve	as	a	description	of	the	plot	of	A	Doll’s	House.	
	
The	ways	in	which	individual	identities	are	shaped	by	history	and	
geography	constitute	a	red	thread	running	throughout	Stephens’s	
œuvre.	Place	is	often	depicted	in	these	plays	as	a	kind	of	expression	
of	the	self,	a	proposition	treated,	however,	with	some	caution:	the	
sense	of	identity,	purpose	and	belonging	imparted	by	‘home’	can	at	
the	same	time	delimit	and	deny	opportunities	for	change,	growth	
and	renewal	(2013:	103).	
	
Stephens’s	own	explanation	of	why	he	constantly	returns	to	this	theme	is	
one	that	is	ultimately	rooted	in	far	more	personal	reasons.	In	a	similar	way	
to	how	his	father’s	alcohol-related	death	has	driven	the	ongoing	presence	
of	alcohol	and	mental	health	issues	in	his	work,	Stephens’s	own	move	away	
from,	but	constant	return	to,	his	hometown	Stockport	in	his	work,	
combined	with	his	subsequent	experience	of	being	a	father,	have	clearly	
also	shaped	his	interest	in	building	a	myth	around	the	concept	of	home.	As	
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he	himself	says,	‘maybe	it’s	to	do	with	parenting.	Maybe	it’s	to	do	with	the	
things	that	we	keep	from	our	children.	Maybe	it’s	to	do	with	something	
broader	in	our	political	culture.	Maybe	it’s	just	something	writers	have’	
(cited	in	Rees	2012:	n.p.).	
	
Such	a	view	on	the	motivations	for	emphasising	the	concept	of	home	in	his	
original	plays	and	adaptations	alike	has	strong	echoes	of	the	Darwinian	
perspective	on	literature,	namely	that	literary	works,	as	products	of	the	
adapted	mind,	reflect	and	articulate	the	four	basic	behavioural	systems:	
survival,	sex	and	mating,	parenting	and	kinship,	and	group	living	(Buss	
2016).	Indeed,	literary	historian	Asbjørn	Aarseth	has	suggested	that	Ibsen	
himself	was	highly	interested	in	Darwin’s	scientific	ideas	and	that	these	had	
a	strong	influence	on	Ibsen’s	plays	(2005:	1-10).89	Irrespective	of	whether	
Darwinism	genuinely	did	influence	either	Ibsen	or	Stephens,	however,	it	
remains	the	case	that	both	playwrights’	foregrounding	of	the	theme	of	the	
home	in	their	work	is	perhaps	one	of	the	most	obvious	ways	in	which	we	
recognise	their	respective	dramatic	voices.	Here,	home	essentially	becomes	
what	evolutionary	biologist	Richard	Dawkins	would	term	a	meme,	i.e.	a	
‘unit	of	cultural	transmission’	(2016:249).	
	
In	the	following	section,	I	would	now	like	to	explore	how	Stephens’s	
audience	might	infer	this	dramatic	voice	in	practice,	and	propose	a	way	of	
determining	whether	spectators	do	actually	detect	anything	of	this	voice	
while	watching	a	performance	of	A	Doll’s	House.	
																																																								
89	It	is	known,	for	example,	that	Ibsen	visited	J.	P.	Jakobsen,	the	translator	into	Danish	of	
Darwin’s	two	key	works,	On	the	Origin	of	the	Species	(1859)	and	The	Descent	of	Man	
(1871),	while	living	in	Rome	in	1878,	one	year	before	A	Doll’s	House	was	published	
(Aarseth	2005:	3).	
	 302	
4.9	Analysis	of	audience	responses	
	
4.9.1	Research	background	
	
As	already	seen	in	Section	2.8.1,	conducting	audience	research	(i.e.	primary	
research	among	audience	members)	in	order	to	prompt	a	spectator	to	
elucidate	his	or	her	genuine	feelings	about	and	inferences	from	a	theatrical	
performance	is	a	challenge	that	continues	to	vex	theatre	scholars.	This	is	
either	because	such	responses	inevitably	change	during	and	after	that	
performance	(and	particularly	once	that	spectator	becomes	exposed	to	the	
influence	of	other	agencies,	such	as	peers,	reviewers,	bloggers	and	so	on),	
or	because	he	or	she	would	in	any	case	most	likely	be	unable	to	articulate	
many	of	those	feelings	to	a	third-party	(such	as	an	interviewer	or	a	focus	
group	moderator),	assuming	that	he	or	she	was	aware	of	those	feelings	in	
the	first	place.	
	
I	would	like	at	this	point	to	suggest,	however,	that	such	a	view	really	
applies	only	to	more	traditional	(i.e.	20th-century)	ways	of	thinking	either	
about	the	role	of	the	spectator	(as	a	passive	agent	in	the	theatrical	process)	
or	about	the	scope	for	tapping	into	spectators’	responses.	Such	scope	has,	
in	my	view,	been	typically	constrained	by	the	application	of	a	limited	
repertoire	of	audience	research	tools	that	focused	either	on	observation	
(e.g.	ethnography,	see	Marinetti	and	Rose	2013),	behavioural	
measurement	(e.g.	use	of	skin	response	apparatus	or	‘applaudimeters’	to	
track	cognitive	responses,	see	Heim	2015)	or	field	research	(face-to-face	
quantitative	or	qualitative	audience	surveys,	see	Tulloch	2005).	
	
Theatre	scholar	Caroline	Heim	has	explored	the	changing	role	of	theatre	
audiences	in	the	21st	century	and	offers	a	fresh	reading	of	mainstream	
audiences	that	brings	spectators’	voices	to	the	fore:	what	she	terms	the	
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‘audience	as	performer’	(2016).	Heim’s	argument	is	that	the	core	of	all	
theatre	is	the	encounter:	‘the	encounter	of	the	actors	with	the	audience,	
the	actors	with	each	other,	the	audience	members	with	each	other’,	with	
each	group	having	a	reciprocal	influence	on	the	other	(2016:	3).	It	is	these	
encounters	with	others	that	construct	the	individual	as	a	performer,	and	
each	performer	has	a	repertoire	of	actions	at	his	or	her	disposal:	the	
actor’s	is	to	perform	on	stage,	the	spectator’s	is	to	perform	by	responding	
to	what	is	happening	on	the	stage	and	to	how	other	members	of	the	
audience	are	responding	to	the	actors	and	to	one	another.		
	
Audience	performances,	then,	not	only	include	clapping,	laughing,	booing	
and	so	on,	but	also	encompass	talking	to	other	spectators	in	the	interval,	
tweeting	about	the	performance	on	their	way	home	and	blogging	about	
their	experience	the	day	after,	to	give	just	a	few	of	many	possible	
responses	that	modern	technology	allows.	It	is	this	notion	that	has	inspired	
my	methodology	for	researching	spectators’	responses	to	Stephens’s	
adaptation	of	A	Doll’s	House.	
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4.9.2	Research	methodology	
	
I	conducted	qualitative	analysis	of	the	Twitter	posts	(tweets)	that	were	sent	
by	audience	members	while	or	after	attending	a	performance	of	
Stephens’s	adaptation	of	A	Dolls	House	on	the	London	stage	in	2012-13,	
either	at	the	Young	Vic	(from	29	June	to	4	August	2012	and	again	from	28	
March	to	20	April	2013)	or	at	the	Duke	of	York’s	Theatre	(from	8	August	to	
26	October	2013).	My	aim	here	was	to	gain	all	the	spontaneous	responses	
to	the	play	as	soon	as	possible	after	seeing	its	performance,	i.e.	before	
such	responses	might	be	conditioned	by	internal,	post-rationalised	
reflections	or	by	external	influences	such	as	those	mentioned	above	
(exposure	to	peer-group	responses,	reviews,	blogs,	etc.).90	
	
To	this	end,	I	included	in	my	research	sample	all	those	tweets	that	included	
the	Twitter	handle	@youngvictheatre	or	@dukeofyorks	plus	the	hashtag	
#adollshouse	in	their	message,	or	that	included	#youngvictheatre	or	
#dukeofyorks	plus	#adollshouse	(or	the	variant	#dollshouse	in	both	cases).	
In	my	analysis	I	examined	only	those	tweets	that	were	sent	in	response	to	a	
performance	(i.e.	not	those	sent	in	anticipation	of	a	performance),	during	
the	dates	that	performances	were	given	and,	as	far	as	it	was	possible	to	tell,	
either	during	or	immediately	after	the	performance.	I	excluded	any	tweets	
that	were	not	sent	by	regular	audience	members,	i.e.	any	tweets	from	the	
Young	Vic	itself,	other	theatres	and	the	media,	and	from	tweeters	who	
might	have	a	non-typical	perspective	(e.g.	actors,	academics,	parents	of	
children	who	featured	in	the	production,	and	so	on)	or	who	might	have	an	
ulterior	motive	for	posting	(e.g.	ticket	and	casting	agencies,	etc.).	This	
resulted	in	a	total	usable	sample	of	168	tweets.																																																									
90	This	is	not	to	say	that	such	spontaneous	responses	are	not	already	conditioned	by	
existing	discourses	and	preconceptions.	Rather,	the	distinction	I	wish	to	make	is	between	
more	subconscious,	automatic	responses	and	more	considered	responses	that	emerge	
when	exposed	to	external	stimuli.	
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4.9.3	Research	findings	
	
For	the	purposes	of	my	study	of	celebrity	translators,	the	most	important	
finding	emerging	from	this	analysis	is	that	Stephens	is	mentioned	in	only	12	
of	these	168	tweets,	either	in	the	body	of	the	tweet	or	in	the	handle	
@StephensSimon.	These	tweets	were	as	follows:91	
	
		 Saw	great	@StephensSimon	Ibsen	#adollshouse	yesterday	evening	
@youngvictheatre	–	definitive	Nora	from	Hattie	Morahan.	Fantastic	
set	design	too.	
	
@youngvictheatre	@StephensSimon	#adollshouse	was	just	amazing.	
Oh	Nora!	I	really	know	how	you	feel	sometimes...		
	
@youngvictheatre	Just	seen	Ibsens	play	#adollshouse	English	
language	version	@StephensSimon	it	was	fantastic	#hattiemorahan	
is	INCREDIBLE!		
	 	 	
@StephensSimon	@youngvictheatre	Version	of	A	Dolls	House	is	
unbelievable	-	acting,	adaptation,	staging,	wow	wow	wow	
#ADollsHouse		
	
@youngvictheatre's	#ADollsHouse	was	such	an	amazing,	charged	
performance.	Can	@StephensSimon	do	no	wrong?	
	
	 	 Excellent	evening	hanging	over	gallery	@youngvictheatre	for	
#ADollsHouse.	Was	utterly	mesmerised	throughout.	Great	job	
@StephensSimon	et	al!																																																										
91	These	and	subsequent	tweets	have	been	paraphrased	slightly	to	avoid	identification	of	
the	Twitter	users	who	sent	them.	This	is	in	accordance	with	the	University	of	Warwick’s	
Research	Code	of	Practice.	
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@StephensSimon	finally	got	to	see	#ADollsHouse	at	
@youngvictheatre	tonight	-	really	great	stuff.	Congrats,	sir.		
	
Absolutely	adored	#adollshouse	-	sharp,	fresh	&	relevant.	Gorgeous	
design,	beautifully	directed.	Thank	you	@youngvictheatre	&	
@StephensSimon	
	
#ADollsHouse	at	@youngvictheatre	grips	like	a	thriller,	lands	like	a	
punch.	Fantastic	new	version	by	@StephensSimon	is	funny	&	
lethal.		
	 	 		
@StephensSimon	version	of	#ADollsHouse	@youngvictheatre	is	
excellent!	Powerful	acting	&	fantastic	direction.	Great	set	too!	
Don't	miss	it!		
	 	 		
@StephensSimon's	version	of	#Ibsen's	#ADollsHouse	
@youngvictheatre	June	28.	Go	see!	
	
#dollshouse	@youngvictheatre	w/	@StephensSimon	&	
#hattiemorahan	More	than	I	ever	believed	that	play	could	be.	Was	
transfixed	every	minute!	
	
Such	a	relatively	low	proportion	of	tweets	that	mention	the	celebrity	
translator	might	appear	to	contradict	my	hypothesis	that	a	playwright	such	
as	Stephens	will	attract	an	audience	to	the	theatre	who	might	otherwise	
not	go	to	see	a	play	by	Ibsen.	To	put	this	figure	into	perspective,	however,	
it	is	worth	comparing	this	with:	
	
- theatregoers’	tweets	about	Brian	Friel’s	adaptation	of	
Ibsen’s	Hedda	Gabler	at	London’s	Old	Vic	Theatre	(which	
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was	in	performance	at	a	similar	time	as	Stephens’s	A	Doll’s	
House),	in	which	Friel	was	mentioned	only	once	in	a	total	of	
44	tweets	(selected	more	or	less	on	the	same	criteria	as	
those	given	above),	or	
	
-	 the	lack	of	any	mention	of	the	name	of	the	translator	of	the	
version	of	A	Doll’s	House	performed	by	the	UK	Touring	
Theatre	in	2014,	either	in	any	of	the	tweets	from	the	
audience,	any	of	the	audience	feedback	posted	on	the	
company’s	website	(UK	Touring	Theatre	2014:	n.p.),	or	any	
of	the	press	reviews	of	the	production	throughout	its	32-
date	tour	of	the	UK.92	
	
It	is	perhaps	not	surprising	that	most	of	the	focus	in	the	tweets	about	A	
Doll’s	House	is	on	the	performance	of	Hattie	Morahan	as	Nora	(in	all	three	
productions).	Other	frequent	themes	include	the	revolving	set,	the	
availability	of	£10	seats	at	the	Young	Vic,	and	the	performance	of	other	
cast	members	(most	notably	Dominic	Rowan	as	Torvald	and	Nick	Fletcher	
as	Krogstad).		
	
Importantly,	however,	the	comments	about	Morahan	are	often	more	
about	her	characterisation	of	Nora	than	they	are	about	Morahan’s	acting	
per	se	(to	the	extent,	obviously,	that	such	a	distinction	can	ever	be	
possible).	It	could	be	argued,	then,	that	the	following	tweets	are	as	much	
about	Stephens’s	craft	as	a	playwright	as	about	Morahan’s	craft	as	an	actor,	
thereby	suggesting	that	Stephens	plays	a	bigger	role	in	spontaneous	
																																																								
92	The	translator	was	actually	one	of	the	founders	of	the	UK	Touring	Theatre,	Felicity	Rhys,	
who	also	played	Nora	in	this	production.	This	fact	is	only	revealed	in	an	interview	with	
Rhys	that	appeared	in	The	Oxford	Times	on	2	October	2014	prior	to	the	company’s	
performance	of	A	Doll’s	House	at	the	Cornerstone	in	Didcot,	Oxfordshire,	on	4	October	
(Johnson	2014:	n.p.).	
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responses	to	his	adaptation	than	the	number	of	actual	mentions	of	his	
name	would	suggest.	
	
An	exquisitely	constructed	character	with	powerful	thought	and	
velocity	
	
I	can’t	imagine	ever	witnessing	such	a	disturbingly	moving	Nora	
again	
	
Utterly	insightful	portrayal	of	interior	life	of	a	marriage	and	how	it	
unfolds	when	things	don't	go	to	plan		
	
Contemporary	relevance	in	general	is	also	a	common	theme	in	post-
performance	tweets,	and	one	that	also	suggests	that	Stephens’s	status	and	
heritage	as	a	modern-day	playwright	is	more	in	evidence	than	might	
initially	appear	to	be	the	case.	
	
5*	for	@youngvictheatre	#ADollsHouse	As	relevant	today	as	when	
it	was	written.	Have	we	really	made	the	progress	we’d	like	to	think	
we	have??	
	
Blazing	production	directed	by	CarrieCracknell	play	continues	to	
strike	a	chord	
	
Surprised	by	just	how	contemporary	#adollshouse	
@youngvictheatre	felt	–	totally	blew	me	away	
	
A	similar	pattern	can	be	observed	in	the	comments	submitted	directly	to	
the	Young	Vic	in	2012	in	response	to	a	post-performance	email	sent	out	to	
audience	members	soliciting	feedback	on	their	experience	of	the	play.	Here,	
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in	the	15	reviews	contained	on	the	Young	Vic’s	website	(Young	Vic	2012:	
n.p.),93	Stephens	is	mentioned	in	only	one	review.	
	
This	cast	deserves	recognition	on	a	grand	scale,	particularly	Hattie	
Morahan,	Dominic	Rowan	and	Nick	Fletcher.	[…]	This	version	of	
IBSEN'S	great	play	was	by	Simon	Stephens,	directed	by	Carrie	
Cracknell,	and	they	all	deserve	CREDIT.	
	
This	comment	in	itself	(my	italics)	highlights	the	collaborative	nature	of	live	
theatre	productions,	and	serves	to	remind	us	that	the	critical	and	
commercial	success	of	a	translated	play	is	by	no	means	a	function	of	the	
quality	of	the	translation	in	isolation.		
	
At	the	same	time,	even	if	Stephens’s	name	is	not	mentioned	explicitly,	
there	is	certainly	plenty	of	evidence	from	audience	members’	feedback	
that	the	themes	discussed	earlier	in	this	chapter	do	emerge	relatively	
spontaneously	(again,	my	italics).		
	
At	A	Doll's	House	at	The	Young	Vic	last	night	and	saw	a	truly	great	
performance	by	Hattie	Morahan	as	Nora;	in	turns	sexy,	kittenish,	
exuberant,	manipulative	and	loving	we	witnessed	Nora	change	
from	girl	to	woman	and	it	was	wonderful	to	behold!	[…]	Dominic	
Rowan	also	superb	as	Torvald	giving	a	study	in	baffled	hypocrisy	[…]	
It	took	a	little	time	to	get	used	to	the	revolving	set	–	the	technical	
rehearsal	must	have	been	a	nightmare	–	but	all	the	rooms	were	
small	adding	to	the	claustrophobic	nature	of	the	piece.	Great	stuff!	
	
	
																																																								
93	Correspondence	with	the	marketing	department	at	the	Young	Vic	has	confirmed	that	
there	are	no	longer	any	records	of	the	other	feedback	that	was	received	at	the	time.	
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The	Young	Vic	put	on	a	fantastic	version	of	Ibsen's	A	Doll's	House.	
Hattie	Morahan	was	brilliant	as	the	initially	ditzy	and	increasingly	
tragic	Nora,	and	the	cast	and	director	really	brought	out	both	the	
humour	and	the	horror	of	this	fascinating	play.	I	loved	the	revolving	
set,	like	a	giant	Doll's	House,	and	the	costumes	which	created	an	
eerie,	timeless	atmosphere.	
	
First	class	production	and	acting.	Nora's	is	a	huge	part.	The	ending	
is	a	little	unconvincing,	her	change	of	attitude	is	almost	
instantaneous	and	it	shows	but	a	great	play	and	the	production	
surely	would	have	pleased	Ibsen.	
	
This	research	methodology	does,	of	course,	have	a	number	of	limitations.	
Most	importantly,	the	sample	of	both	Twitter	users	and	spectators	who	
responded	to	the	Young	Vic’s	request	for	feedback	is	wholly	self-selecting.	
It	involves	a	conscious	effort	on	the	part	of	each	of	those	individuals	to	
offer	a	point	of	view,	whether	entirely	spontaneously	(as	in	the	case	of	the	
tweets)	or	when	prompted	(as	in	the	case	of	those	who	responded	to	the	
email	from	the	Young	Vic	soliciting	feedback	on	the	performance).	This,	in	
itself,	suggests	that	these	spectators	will	have	been	more	involved	in	the	
performance	of	A	Doll’s	House	that	they	attended	than	those	spectators	
who	did	not	choose	to	make	their	views	‘public’.94	Here,	however,	I	would	
argue	that	this	is	an	inherent	weakness	of	practically	all	audience	research	
(except	for	ethnographic	research)	in	the	sense	that	respondents	have	to	
be	actively	willing	to	contribute,	and	by	definition	therefore	might	be	
seeking	to	air	a	more	polarised	view	than	might	be	the	norm	(i.e.	wanting	
at	one	extreme	to	extol	the	praises	of	the	production,	or	at	the	other	
																																																								
94	Of	course,	they	probably	also	have	a	greater	affinity	with	communications	technology	
than	those	who	did	not	respond	in	these	ways,	which	also	suggests	that	they	might	not	be	
entirely	representative	of	audiences	as	a	whole.	
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extreme	to	vent	their	displeasure	about	it).	Such	a	weakness	can,	therefore,	
I	believe,	be	overlooked	for	the	purposes	of	this	exercise.	
	
This	does	not	mean	that	I	do	not	believe	that	there	is	ever	any	merit	in	
conducting	face-to-face	audience	research.	After	all,	such	research	would,	
in	principle,	yield	much	richer	insights	than	could	obviously	ever	be	derived	
from	a	140-character	tweet.	However,	over	and	above	the	difficulties	in	
getting	spectators	to	articulate	their	genuine	feelings	reiterated	in	Section	
4.9.1,	the	practical	challenges	of	conducting	interviews	or	group	
discussions	immediately	after	participants	have	watched	the	performance	
in	question	do	impose	a	serious	limitation.	This	is	to	say	nothing	of	the	
costs	that	such	in-situ	and	in-person	research	would	incur,	which,	when	
weighed	up	against	the	ease	of	analysing	tweets,	might	ultimately	mean	
that	such	research	will	never	be	as	resource-efficient	as	the	methodology	
that	I	have	selected	here	in	terms	of	cost	per	insight.	
	
	 312	
4.10	Summary	
	
As	Ewbank	reminds	us,	translating	Ibsen	is	never	as	straightforward	as	
many	translators	have	perhaps	believed.	‘In	Ibsen,	tidying	up	the	
apparently	irregular	–	in	grammar	and	syntax	as	well	as	vocabulary	–	can	
play	havoc	with	the	verbal	structures	which	he	so	carefully	built.	
Translations	are	the	more	successful,	and	the	more	helpful	to	actors	and	
students,	the	more	they	have	the	courage	to	show	something	of	Ibsen’s	
strangeness’	(1988:	65).	
	
Analysis	of	Stephens’s	adaptation	of	Ibsen	certainly	reveals	that	he	had	
more	than	enough	courage	to	show	something	of	Ibsen’s	strangeness.	Such	
courage	undoubtedly	comes	from	being	such	a	renowned	playwright	in	his	
own	right,	but	is	also,	I	would	argue,	likely	to	be	a	function	of	his	particular	
sensitivity	to	the	issues	highlighted	in	this	chapter:	to	the	vulnerability	of	
characters	in	relationships	that	are	not	built	on	authenticity,	to	the	frailty	
of	characters	that	have	been	in	some	way	damaged	by	their	past,	and	to	
the	problems	that	so	many	people	have	in	reconciling	the	pull-push	factors	
of	home	with	the	excitement	of	making	a	fresh	start	elsewhere.	
	
As	this	chapter	has	shown,	Ibsen’s	and	Stephens’s	respective	versions	of	A	
Doll’s	House	both	rely	heavily	on	extended	metaphors	around	the	themes	
of	power,	control	and	belonging,	and	the	impact	that	the	quest	for	these	
has	on	the	play’s	characters	and	their	relationships	with	one	another.	It	is	
this	closeness	to	the	poetic	effects	of	the	source	text	that	ultimately	led	to	
Stephens’s	work	being	critically	acclaimed	as	a	‘sensible,	sensitive	and	
spirited’	version	of	Ibsen’s	play	(Cavendish	2012:	n.p.),	but	that	also,	in	my	
view,	and	perhaps	somewhat	contradictorily,	lends	Stephens’s	version	its	
own	contemporary	relevance	and	resonance	with	audiences.	As	Stephens	
himself	points	out,	‘it	is	through	metaphor	that	as	audiences	we	come	to	
understand	ourselves.	It	is	through	metaphor	that	we	examine	our	
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empathy.	This	examination	is,	finally	for	me,	the	key	function	of	theatre.	It	
is	an	empathy	machine.	Its	machinations	make	us	better	at	being	human’	
(2016:	295).	
	
As	a	consequence,	it	should	not	be	a	surprise	that	the	conclusion	that	I	
draw	from	my	analysis	of	this	adaptation	is	that	the	notion	of	the	voice	of	
the	celebrity	translator	extends	beyond	the	attitudinal	or	verbal	
peculiarities	that	characterise	that	translator’s	way	of	writing.	It	also	
encompasses	more	broadly	both:	
	
- the	intensity	of	the	poetic	effects	of	the	text	that	the	
translator	gives	to	the	actors	performing	that	text,	as	seen	in	
the	tweets	about	Nora’s	particular	forcefulness	in	this	
production,	which	is	a	function	at	least	as	much	of	the	
adaptor’s	talent	as	of	Morahan’s	talent	as	an	actor,	and		
	
- the	aesthetic	merits	of	the	translated	text	in	terms	of	its	
originality	and	artistry,	as	seen	in	the	tweets	about	the	
intellectual	impact	of	the	production	on	spectators,	and	the	
way	in	which	it	forces	them	to	think	in	a	different	way	about,	
say,	feminism,	social	change	and	indeed	about	Ibsen	himself.		
	
Stephens’s	thoughts	on	authorial	voice	are,	I	believe,	extremely	apposite	in	
this	context.	
	
Theatrical	experiences	are	never	pure	articulations	of	any	kind	of	
authorial	voice.	The	author’s	intentions,	as	revealed	in	their	plays,	
are	only	ever	starting	gestures	towards	an	evening	in	the	theatre.	
This	gesture	will	be	refracted	through	the	prisms	of	theatre	
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architecture,	social	geography,	audience	make	up,	audience	size,	
design,	casting	and	rehearsal	(2016:	229).	
	
In	the	case	of	a	translated	play,	obviously,	such	gestures	are	further	
refracted	through	the	prism	of	the	translator.	In	the	case	of	A	Doll’s	House	
and	many	other	translated	play	texts,	meanwhile,	they	are	yet	further	
refracted	through	the	prism	of	the	literal	translator.	Against	this	
background,	then,	it	is	perhaps	no	surprise	that	Stephens	is	not	always	top	
of	mind	in	theatregoers’	immediate	and	spontaneous	responses	to	a	
performance	of	A	Doll’s	House.		
	
At	the	same	time,	the	fact	that	the	poetic	and	aesthetic	values	of	the	
translated	text	are	appreciated	but	not	necessarily	immediately	linked	to	
the	celebrity	translator	does	not	in	my	view	mean	that	that	translator	does	
not	directly	influence	response	to	the	translation	in	performance,	and	that	
therefore	my	fundamental	hypothesis	about	celebrity	translators	attracting	
audiences	to	the	theatre	because	of	their	name	alone	is	wrong.	Rather,	it	
reminds	us	that	theatre,	more	than	any	other	artistic	endeavour,	is	a	
collaborative	effort,	and	one	in	which	perhaps	the	role	of	the	celebrity	
translator	has	yet	to	be	fully	recognised	and	exploited,	either	artistically	or	
commercially.			 	 	
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5.	
Conclusions	and	recommendations	
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5.1	 Revisiting	my	research	objectives	
	
I	intentionally	chose	three	very	different	case	studies	for	my	research:	one	
(Roger	McGough’s	Tartuffe)	by	a	highly	popular	poet	with	a	very	
recognisable	written	and	spoken	style;	one	(Simon	Stephens’s	A	Doll’s	
House)	by	a	prolific	contemporary	playwright	whose	work	constantly	
revisits	familiar	tropes;	and	one	(Mark	Ravenhill’s	A	Life	of	Galileo)	by	a	
well-known	and	often	controversial	playwright	from	the	in-yer-face	
generation.	While	I	could	not	claim	that	these	three	different	approaches	
to	celebrity	translation	represent	the	only	approaches	seen	in	the	UK’s	
theatrical	system,	I	have	demonstrated	that	celebrity	translators’	voices	
are	likely	to	be	often	inferred	(either	directly	or	indirectly)	by	spectators.	
The	extent	to	which	the	celebrity	translator’s	voice	is	inferred	depends	on	
how	familiar	spectators	are	with	that	celebrity	translator,	i.e.	on	how	much	
the	spectators’	cognitive	contexts	are	or	are	not	dominated	by	contextual	
associations	with	that	translator	before,	while	and	after	seeing	his	or	her	
work	in	performance.	
	
In	terms	of	my	first	research	objective,	then	(to	explore	the	extent	to	
which	celebrity	translators	inject	some	of	their	own	voice	into	their	
translations	either	intentionally	or	unconsciously),	I	would	conclude	that	
each	of	the	three	celebrity	translators	explored	in	this	thesis	does	inject	
some	of	his	own	voice	into	his	translation	in	an	individual	way.	In	the	case	
of	McGough’s	Tartuffe,	I	believe	that	we	can	clearly	identify	the	various	
ways	in	which	the	celebrity	translator’s	own	authorial	voice	will	be	very	
easily	inferred	by	audiences	given	their	likely	familiarity	with	McGough’s	
existing	work	and	public	profile.	In	Stephens’s	A	Doll’s	House,	meanwhile,	I	
would	argue	that	the	celebrity	translator’s	voice	is	heard	much	more	in	the	
way	in	which	certain	themes	typically	associated	with	Stephens	are	
emphasised,	creating	a	strong	sense	of	the	celebrity	translator	advancing	
his	own	agenda	in	his	work.	Finally,	I	would	suggest	that	the	celebrity	
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translator’s	voice	in	Ravenhill’s	A	Life	of	Galileo	is	a	more	subtle	one,	
inferred	either	through	clever	in-jokes	or	through	social,	political	or	cultural	
references	that	may	or	may	not	have	been	intended	on	the	part	of	the	
author.	
	
Of	course,	such	observations	from	these	three	case	studies	do	not	in	
themselves	amount	to	a	suggestion	that	celebrity	translators	always	
actively	inject	some	of	their	own	voice	into	their	work	in	order	to	optimise	
artistic	or	commercial	acclaim,	even	if	this	might	still	be	a	justifiable	
interpretation	in	certain	cases.	Rather,	I	would	conclude	that	the	celebrity	
translator’s	voice	is	more	of	a	pull	factor	for	audiences	(i.e.	something	that	
spectators	themselves	actively	seek	out)	than	a	push	factor	on	the	part	of	
the	celebrities	themselves	or	the	commissioners	of	celebrity	translations	
(i.e.	something	that	is	actively	imposed	on	the	translation	and	performance	
process).		
	
This	conclusion	has	important	ramifications	for	my	second	research	
objective	(to	assess	how	the	synergy	between	the	source-text	playwright’s	
voice	and	the	celebrity	translator’s	voice	affects	reception	of	the	translated	
text	by	audiences).	I	would	here	conclude	that	the	celebrity	translator	is	
likely	to	be	more	successful	in	commercial	terms	(i.e.	more	successful	in	
attracting	bigger	audiences)	if	there	is	an	obvious	synergy	between	the	
source-text	author	and	the	celebrity	author.	This	is	obviously	due	to	the	
fact	that	a	more	kindred	relationship	between	these	two	agencies	makes	it	
easier	to	sell	the	work	to	potential	producers,	critics,	theatres	and	
audiences:	the	‘match	made	in	heaven’	that	Bodinetz	refers	to	when	
talking	about	Molière	and	McGough	(in	McGough	2013:	n.p.)	and	that,	I	am	
sure,	will	have	attracted	spectators	to	the	theatre	to	see	one	of	McGough’s	
Molière	adaptations	who	might	otherwise	never	have	considered	going	to	
see	a	performance	of	a	classical	French	play.		
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On	the	other	hand,	I	would	also	conclude	that	the	artistic	success	of	
celebrity	translation	(which	may	or	may	not	also	equate	to	commercial	
success)	might	be	more	easily	guaranteed	when	there	is	a	less	obvious	
affinity	between	the	source-text	playwright	and	the	celebrity	translator.	I	
would	suggest	that	this	is	because	there	is	greater	potential	for	dramatic	
tension	and	surprise	and	for	groundbreaking	work	in	performance	when	
there	is	a	greater	clash	between	these	two	agencies	in	terms	of	their	
experience,	values,	agenda,	and	so	on.	Stephens’s	adaptation	of	A	Doll’s	
House	is	clearly	the	example	explored	in	this	thesis	that	comes	closest	to	
this	notion	of	a	potential	dramatic	discord	between	source-text	playwright	
and	celebrity	translator	in	terms	of	their	respective	bodies	of	work,	if	not	
necessarily	in	terms	of	their	likely	artistic	intentions.		
	
Given	the	rather	conservative	nature	of	much	of	British	theatre,	it	is	
perhaps	not	surprising	that	the	majority	of	examples	of	celebrity	
translations	in	recent	years	would	appear	to	demonstrate	at	least	some	
synergy	between	the	source-text	playwright	and	the	celebrity	translator,	
and	that	the	more	challenging	approach	of	selecting	a	translator	that	has	
no	obvious	affinity	with	the	source	text	or	the	source-text	playwright	is	
typically	avoided.	While	the	commercial	rationale	for	this	is	entirely	
justifiable,	such	safe	behaviour	in	the	commissioning	of	translation	runs	
the	risk	of	creating	reliable	but	undemanding	theatrical	experiences	that	
fail	to	stimulate	audiences.	If	we	see	one	of	the	fundamental	aims	of	
translation	as	being	to	open	an	audience’s	eyes	to	new	stories,	new	
cultures	and	new	ways	of	seeing	the	world,	then	we	should	also	be	
encouraging	theatres	to	do	the	same	when	commissioning	translated	play	
texts.	
	
With	regard	to	my	third	research	objective	(to	suggest	the	extent	to	which	
celebrity	translators	might	attract	a	different	audience	to	translated	drama	
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from	unknown	translators),	I	acknowledge	that	it	has	been	difficult	to	
provide	wholly	convincing	evidence	in	this	thesis	that	would	allow	me	to	
conclude	that	a	celebrity	translator	will	definitely	attract	more	spectators	
or	different	spectators	to	a	production	compared	with	an	unknown	
translator.	My	textual	analysis	of	the	likely	inferences	among	spectators	
who	attend	a	play	because	of	the	pull	of	the	celebrity	translator	does,	
nevertheless,	allow	me	to	conclude	that	audiences	will	derive	more	
cognitive	effects	from	a	translation	by	a	celebrity	translator	than	from	a	
translation	by	a	non-celebrity	translator,	and	that	this	will	enhance	the	
likelihood	of	that	translation	achieving	both	commercial	and	artistic	
success	as	spectators	spread	the	word	about	their	theatrical	experience	
among	their	social	circles.	
	
In	terms	of	my	fourth	research	objective	(to	investigate	the	external,	or	
extratextual,	influences	that	might	impact	on	the	inferences	that	
spectators	draw	from	a	performance	of	a	play	translated	by	a	celebrity	
translator),	I	have	illustrated	the	vital	role	played	not	only	by	reviewers	and	
bloggers	but	also	by	spectators	themselves	in	influencing	reception	of	a	
celebrity	translation:	and	indeed	in	attracting	spectators	to	the	theatre	in	
the	first	place	to	watch	a	performance	of	a	celebrity	translation	that	they	
might	otherwise	not	have	considered.	In	an	era	in	which	traditional	top-
down	models	of	publicising	and	reviewing	theatre	appear	increasingly	
redundant,	and	in	which	individual	spectators	have	a	public	platform	for	
voicing	their	views	in	the	shape	of	social	media,	there	is	the	potential	for	
much	more	immediate	and	more	visceral	responses	to	celebrity	translation	
to	circulate	and	influence	reception	by	subsequent	audiences	(consider,	for	
example,	the	tweets	about	Stephens’s	A	Doll’s	House	made	during	the	
interval	of	a	performance),	whether	such	influences	are	genuine	spectator	
responses	or	planted	by	the	theatres	themselves.		
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The	extent	to	which	a	celebrity	translator	does	or	should	act	as	a	marketing	
tool	to	increase	ticket	sales	is	one	that	in	itself	raises	many	interesting	
questions	about	translator	and	translation	visibility	at	both	a	scholarly	and	
a	practical	level.	Should	leverage	of	celebrity	be	discouraged	for	the	sake	of	
literary	and	artistic	integrity,	or	should	we	celebrate	the	way	in	which	
celebrity	translators	increase	the	visibility	of	the	act	of	translation	and	
showcase	the	genre	of	plays	in	translation?	I	believe	that	my	analysis	of	the	
likely	cognitive	state	of	the	celebrity	translator’s	audience	sheds	a	more	
positive	light	on	the	phenomenon	of	celebrity	translation	that	goes	beyond	
the	rather	superficial	bums	on	seats	assumption	about	the	practice	(which	
Geraldine	Brodie	has	rightly	dismissed	as	over-cynical,	see	2012b:	228),	
and	that	reminds	us	that	translators	do	indeed	‘participate	in	very	decisive	
ways	in	promoting	and	circulating	narratives	and	discourses’	(Baker	2010:	
12).		
	
At	the	same	time,	my	analysis	also	serves	as	a	reminder	that	the	translator	
himself	or	herself	is	unlikely	ever	to	be	the	sole	draw	for	audiences,	
however	much	of	a	celebrity	he	or	she	may	be.	Celebrity	attracts	celebrity,	
so	a	prestigious	translator	is	likely	to	attract	a	prestigious	cast,	director,	
theatre	etc.	as	well	–	and	indeed	the	reverse	is	also	true.	The	translator’s	
text	is	only	one	of	a	number	of	factors	influencing	either	the	artistic	or	the	
commercial	success	of	a	production	or	the	reception	of	that	production.	As	
translation	scholars,	we	may	see	the	championing	of	translated	theatre	as	
a	valid	and	necessary	cause	in	a	market	such	as	the	UK	in	which	foreign	
theatre	remains	dominated	by	the	canonical	playwrights	who	feature	in	my	
case	studies	in	this	thesis.	Ultimately,	however,	we	should	remind	
ourselves	that	theatre	audiences	respond	to	performances	rather	than	to	
translators	or	translations,	and	our	desire	to	see	more	foreign	plays	on	the	
British	stage	is	only	partially	served	by	a	focus	on	promoting	greater	
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interest	in	the	translation	process	itself	or	the	translator(s)	involved	in	that	
process.		
	
Of	course,	any	initiatives	to	encourage	greater	interest	in	foreign	drama	
are	to	be	welcomed,	whether	these	are	promoted	by	theatres	(e.g.	the	
RSC’s	Chinese	Translations	Project,	billed	on	the	Company’s	website	as	‘a	
cultural	exchange	bringing	Chinese	classics	to	a	modern	western	audience’,	
see	Royal	Shakespeare	Company	2017:	n.p.),	theatre	companies	(e.g.	
London-based	Foreign	Affairs,	which	focuses	on	‘pushing	artistic,	social	and	
creative	boundaries	through	translation,	ensemble	work	and	performance	
in	unconventional	venues’,	see	Foreign	Affairs	2017:	n.p.),	or	translation	
scholars	(e.g.	Margherita	Laera’s	AHRC-funded	project	on	Translation,	
Adaptation,	Otherness:	Foreignisation	in	Theatre	Practice,	see	Research	
Councils	UK	2016:	n.p.).	I	would,	however,	argue	that	an	overt	focus	on	the	
translation	process	itself	presupposes	a	conscious	search	for	otherness	or	
foreignness	that	British	audiences	might	not	necessarily	identify	with.	As	
author	and	translator	Maureen	Freely	notes	in	the	context	of	the	UK’s	
growing	interest	in	translated	literature	(albeit	from	a	low	base),	‘the	fact	
that	translations	are	selling	more	is	because	these	books	are	interesting	
and	are	books	that	people	know	they	need	to	read’	(Wright	and	Freely	
2017:	105).	The	same	argument	applies	to	the	theatre.	Audiences	attend	
plays	because	they	know,	hope	or	have	been	told	that	a	play	is	interesting	
and	one	that	people	know	they	need	to	see:	not	simply	because	it	is	a	
translated	play.		
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5.2	 Acknowledging	research	constraints	
	
I	am	aware	that	one	of	the	criticisms	that	could	be	levelled	at	my	research	
is	that	I	have	focused	primarily	on	the	written	play	text	rather	than	the	text	
in	performance.	I	am	also	conscious	of	the	fact	that	the	published	versions	
of	the	plays	that	I	have	analysed	in	my	case	studies	are	not	necessarily	the	
same	as	the	versions	that	ultimately	reached	the	stage.	For	example,	
Stephens	and	his	director	Cracknell	trimmed	a	significant	amount	of	text	
from	the	published	version	of	A	Doll’s	House	during	rehearsals	to	ensure	
that	the	text	in	performance	did	not	exceed	the	allotted	timeframe.	
	
It	is,	of	course,	the	case	that	all	theatrical	performances,	whether	of	
translated	or	original	plays,	are	about	much	more	than	the	play	text	itself.	
As	pointed	out	throughout	this	thesis,	the	many	elements	of	the	theatrical	
performance	(the	actors,	the	director,	the	stage	designers,	the	lighting	
technicians,	the	make-up	artists,	the	theatre	staff,	the	designers	of	the	
theatre	building,	and	so	on)	all	influence	the	relationship	between	the	text	
in	performance	and	the	spectator.	Likewise,	no	two	versions	of	a	text	in	
performance	will	ever	be	wholly	identical,	either	because	of	the	variability	
of	so	many	of	these	non-textual	elements	or	because	of	the	role	that	the	
audience	itself	plays	in	co-creating	a	live	performance	through	spectators’	
individual	and	communal	responses	to	the	theatrical	experience.	In	this	
sense,	I	would	have	to	agree	with	Susan	Bennett	that	textual	analysis	can	
only	represent	part	of	the	complex	network	presented	to	the	audience	in	
live	theatrical	performance	(1997:	143).	As	Roland	Barthes	reminds	us	in	
his	description	of	the	‘polyphonic	system	of	information’,	‘at	every	point	in	
a	performance	you	are	receiving	(at	the	same	second)	six	or	seven	items	of	
information	(from	the	scenery,	the	costuming,	the	lighting,	the	position	of	
the	actors,	their	gestures,	their	mode	of	playing,	their	language),	but	some	
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of	these	items	remain	fixed	(this	is	true	of	the	scenery)	while	others	change	
(speech,	gestures)’	(1979:	29).	
	
Here,	as	already	noted	earlier	in	this	thesis,	we	should	not	underestimate	
the	influence	of	emotional	contagion	on	theatre	spectators.	Emotions	are	
catching	in	all	contexts,	but	perhaps	especially	in	the	theatre,	where	the	
audience’s	focus	on	the	performance	on	stage	serves	to	bring	individual	
spectators’	emotional	states	more	into	alignment	than	would	be	the	case	
in	almost	any	other	social	setting.	As	Bruce	McConachie	points	out,	‘the	
empathy	activated	by	our	mirror	system	puts	us	in	touch	with	the	
intentions	and	emotions	of	others,	allowing	us	to	catch	their	emotions	
ourselves’	(2008:	95).	In	other	words,	the	power	of	the	theatre	as	an	
artistic	medium	is	largely	due	to	the	fact	that	we	typically	experience	it	in	
the	company	of	others.	While	my	analysis	of	the	tweets	sent	by	spectators	
of	Stephens’s	A	Doll’s	House	reflects	such	an	audience	effect,	my	more	
theoretical	analysis	of	the	published	texts	of	each	of	my	three	case	studies	
is	clearly	of	necessity	more	oriented	towards	individual	spectators’	likely	
cognitive	contexts	and	inferences.	
	
Having	said	this,	I	would	suggest	that	it	is	unwise	to	see	the	page	versions	
and	the	stage	versions	of	a	play	text	as	two	wholly	separate	and	opposing	
entities.	As	John	Bull	acknowledges,	the	processes	of	creating	the	written	
version	of	a	play	text	and	then	translating	that	written	version	into	
performance,	or	of	a	playwright	adapting	an	existing	play	text	and	a	
director	then	adapting	it	for	the	stage,	are	at	the	same	time	separate	and	
yet	wholly	interconnected	processes,	and	‘the	way	in	which	these	binaries	
operate	is	perhaps	the	most	significant	development	in	contemporary	
theatrical	adaptation’	(2016:	10).	Likewise,	while	the	text	is	only	part	of	
what	audiences	respond	to	in	live	performance,	it	is	nonetheless	the	very	
lynchpin	on	which	all	the	other	elements	of	performance	(the	acting,	
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directing,	staging,	etc.)	depend,	and	as	such	is	surely	worthy	of	analysis	in	
its	own	right.	As	Susan	Bassnett	reminds	us,	‘language	is	the	heart	within	
the	body	of	culture,	and	it	is	the	interaction	between	the	two	that	results	
in	the	continuation	of	life-energy’	(2014:	25).	
	
I	would	also	argue	that	the	distinction	between	watching	and	reading	a	
text	is	nowadays	not	as	clear-cut	as	might	have	previously	been	the	case.	In	
a	social-mediatised	world,	in	which	we	can	give	and	receive	immediate	
feedback	on	all	kinds	of	experiences,	the	notion	that,	for	example,	we	read,	
listen	to	music	or	watch	TV	in	private	is	an	increasingly	delusional	one	if	we	
can	immediately	share	our	emotional	responses	with	others	or	check	our	
own	responses	against	those	of	other	individuals	who	have	experienced	
the	same	literary	or	artistic	output.	As	a	result,	we	should	not	assume	that	
emotional	contagion	only	applies	to	activities	experienced	en	masse.		
	
Similarly,	in	an	increasingly	atomised	social	environment,	we	should	not	
underestimate	either	the	role	that	social	media	plays	in	giving	each	
individual	spectator	his	or	her	own	critical	voice,	or	the	influence	that	this	
will	have	on	our	willingness	to	take	other	spectators’	emotional	responses	
on	board	now	that	the	Internet	provides	us	with	a	multitude	of	platforms	
for	expressing	an	alternative	opinion.	Here,	Bennett’s	view,	expressed	only	
20	years	ago,	that	‘a	performance	is,	[…]	unlike	a	printed	work,	always	
open	to	immediate	and	public	acceptance,	modification	or	rejection	by	
those	people	it	addresses’	(1997:	67)	already	appears	somewhat	archaic	in	
a	world	in	which	the	distinction	between	public	and	private	response	
appears	increasingly	blurred.	
	
This	argument	not	only	helps	to	explain	my	rationale	for	concentrating	on	
published	play	texts	rather	than	texts	in	performance	for	the	purposes	of	
this	thesis.	It	also	raises	some	interesting	questions	about	our	culturally	
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assumed	common	sense	of	the	aesthetic	(see	Section	2.5).	Here,	it	is	
interesting	to	reflect	on	the	extent	to	which	we	consciously	or	
unconsciously	allow	ourselves	to	be	influenced	by	others’	interpretations	
(which	is	the	implicit	assumption	in	any	consideration	of	acknowledged	
artistic	merit,	or	what	might	popularly	be	considered	good	taste),	versus	
the	extent	to	which	we	genuinely	interpret	communication	on	the	basis	of	
our	own	unique	set	of	contextual	associations.	
	
Relevance	Theory	accounts	for	the	group	response	effect	that	this	assumed	
common	sense	of	the	aesthetic	implies	in	that	it	acknowledges	how	the	
responses	of	others	(including	those	experienced	at	the	time	of	or	prior	to	
the	communicative	act	in	question)	feed	into	our	contextual	associations.	
Thus,	even	if	in	theory	there	can	be	as	many	different	responses	to	a	play	
text	(or	any	other	act	of	communication)	as	there	are	receivers,	in	practice	
we	typically	filter	our	own	inferences	through	our	awareness	and	
assessment	of	others’	actual	or	assumed	responses	to	arrive	at	an	
interpretation	that	is	a	compromise	between	our	own	world	view	and	our	
assumed	socially	acceptable	view:	one	that	gives	us	enough	sense	of	our	
own	individuality,	but	also	sufficient	reassurance	that	we	share	the	same	
cultural	values	and	level	of	artistic	discernment	as	our	community.		
	
At	the	same	time,	the	fact	that	we	are	now	all	potential	keypad	critics	
suggests	that	the	notion	of	a	common	aesthetic	sensitivity,	while	not	
exactly	starting	to	break	down,	may	well	be	becoming	more	fragmented	
and	more	consumer-driven.	This	of	course	has	implications	not	only	for	
how	we	view	the	phenomenon	of	celebrity	translation	in	general	(i.e.	
whether	we	see	it	as	commercially	exploitative	or	as	culturally	
enlightening)	but	also	for	the	range	of	translated	drama	that	UK	audiences	
might	be	willing	to	explore	as	we	move	increasingly	towards	a	world	in	
which	the	cultural	agenda	may	be	set	as	much	by	spectators’	actual	
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demands	as	by	the	cultural	system’s	assumptions	about	those	demands.	In	
recent	years,	for	example,	UK	consumers	(or,	at	least,	certain	sub-groups	of	
consumers)	have	defied	expectations	of	their	openness	to	foreign	culture	
and	now	readily	read	translated	Scandinavian	crime	fiction95	or	watch	
subtitled	French	psychological	dramas96	on	TV.	Surely,	then,	the	time	has	
come	for	mainstream	UK	theatres	to	more	frequently	think	beyond	the	
typical	repertoire	of	canonical	European	playwrights	and	to	introduce	UK	
audiences	more	systematically	to	more	contemporary	foreign	theatre	and	
lesser-known	foreign	playwrights	in	order	to	satisfy	the	spectator’s	quest	
for	a	more	individualised	experience	–	provided,	of	course,	this	is	achieved	
in	a	way	that	successfully	reconciles	more	eclectic	tastes	with	
considerations	of	commercial	viability.	
																																																								
95	Scandinavian	crime	fiction,	or	Nordic	noir,	has	become	a	popular	literary	genre	in	the	UK	
since	the	start	of	the	21st	century	and	is	credited	with	opening	the	doors	for	general	
Scandinavian	literature	in	English-speaking	markets	(Bilde	2016:	6).	Nordic	noir	authors	
include	Camilla	Läckberg,	Stieg	Larsson	and	Henning	Mankel		from	Sweden,	Karin	Fossum	
and	Jo	Nesbø		from	Norway,	Jussi	Adler-Olson	and	Peter	Høeg		from	Denmark,	Leena	
Lehtolainen	and	Jarkko	Sipilä		from	Finland,	and	Arnaldur	Indridason	and	Yrsa	
Siguròardóttir	from	Iceland.	The	genre	has	also	led	to	TV	success	in	the	UK	for	
Scandinavian	drama	series	such	as	The	Killing	(Denmark),	Borgen	(Denmark),	Wallander	
(Sweden),	The	Bridge	(a	Swedish-Danish	co-production)	and	Mammon	(Norway).	
Meanwhile,	the	2009	Swedish	film	adaptation	of	Stieg	Larsson’s	The	Girl	with	the	Dragon	
Tattoo	(not	to	be	confused	with	the	American	remake	of	2011	starring	Daniel	Craig	and	
Joely	Richardson)	achieved	box	office	sales	of	over	US$100	million	worldwide,	including	£2	
million	in	the	UK.	
	
96	The	Walter	Presents	showcase	for	foreign-language	drama	series	on	the	UK’s	Channel	4	
started	in	2015.	Successes	so	far	(up	to	the	end	of	2017)	include	the	French	thrillers	Spin	
(2015),	Mafiosa	(2016),	The	Passenger	(2016),	Forgotten	Girls	(2017)	and	Paris	(2017).	
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5.3	 A	new	perspective	on	the	notion	of	voice	
	
Our	associations	with	any	authors,	whether	we	choose	to	define	them	as	
celebrities	or	not,	certainly	extend	beyond	the	page.	Moreover,	when	
those	authors	are	translated	by	figures	who	are	also	well	known	in	their	
own	right,	our	associations	with	the	creator	of	a	text	become	even	more	
plentiful.	In	an	era	in	which	all	authors	have	the	potential	to	become	
known	for	more	than	what	or	how	they	write,	the	possibilities	are	endless.	
Authors	are	no	longer	solitary	figures	of	mystery	–	if	indeed	they	ever	
really	were.	They	are	saleable	commodities	as	much	as	anything	else,	
ushered	from	one	literary	festival	to	another,	obliged	to	have	their	own	
websites,	Facebook	pages	and	Twitter	feeds	to	ensure	that	their	product	
sells.	Suddenly	we	know	so	much	more	about	them,	their	behaviour	and	
their	attitudes	than	what	we	might	ever	be	able	to	infer	solely	from	their	
work.	Even	dead	authors	do	not	escape	the	celebrity	treatment.	How	many	
people,	I	wonder,	hear	Stephen	Fry’s	voice	in	their	heads	when	they	read	
Oscar	Wilde,	or	visualise	Nicole	Kidman	when	they	read	Virginia	Woolf?	
	
I	would	argue	that	in	contemporary	culture	all	authors,	whether	they	like	it	
or	not,	are	not	just	writers	–	they	are	brands,	in	part	created	by	their	body	
of	work,	in	part	created	by	their	publishers	to	help	sell	that	work,	and	in	
part	created	by	the	fact	that,	once	successful,	they	essentially	become	a	
centre	of	media	attention	and	thereby	a	media	construct	in	their	own	right.	
In	the	world	of	marketing,	a	brand	is	essentially	a	product	with	an	identity.	
In	the	case	of	literature,	an	author’s	product	is	his	or	her	text,	and	the	set	
of	product	features	or	characteristics	that	make	the	product	work	and	fulfil	
its	remit	as	a	piece	of	literature	can	be	summed	up	as	the	author’s	style.	
The	branding	is	then	the	voice	that	readers	infer	from	that	text	and	that	
gives	that	author	his	or	her	own	particular	literary	identity.	Can	we	
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therefore	borrow	anything	from	the	way	in	which	marketers	specifically	
define	branding	to	help	us	define	voice?	
	
There	are	probably	as	many	theories	about	what	constitutes	a	brand	as	
there	are	marketing	experts,	but	it	is	generally	agreed,	give	or	take	a	few	
differences	in	terminology	(see	Ogilvy	2007,	Godin	2011	and	Kotler	and	
Keller	2016,	to	name	but	a	few),	that	there	are	five	key	elements	to	
branding:	story,	positioning,	personality,	associations	and	promise.	As	well	
as	telling	stories,	authors	also	generate	a	story	about	themselves,	whether	
consciously	or	unconsciously.	We	generally	know,	for	example,	the	
territory	that	they	belong	to	in	terms	of	genre	or	the	issues	they	typically	
deal	with	in	their	writing.	We	also	probably	know	what	their	positioning	is	
because	we	have	an	idea	of	their	perspective,	ideology,	outlook	on	life,	
attitude	towards	their	stories,	and	so	on.	We	can	then	in	turn	construct	a	
personality	from	everything	we	know	about	those	authors	as	writers	and	
more	generally	as	human	beings.	We	can	also	build	a	set	of	associations	
from	everything	that	we	infer	from	their	distinctive,	idiosyncratic	way	of	
writing	–	this	is	essentially	the	fingerprint	that	Mick	Short	discusses	(1996:	
329,	see	also	Section	1.2),	which	is	typically	a	function	of	being	well	known	
and	well	recognised	as	an	author.	Finally,	if	an	author	is	worth	reading	or	
studying,	then	he	or	she	must	deliver	some	kind	of	promise	–	a	promise	of	
particularly	appealing	poetic	effects,	or	a	particularly	satisfying	intellectual	
reward	that	then	gives	rise	to	critical	acclaim	or	kudos	(which	of	course	is	
different	from	simply	being	well	known).	I	would	like	to	suggest	that	these	
five	elements	provide	a	framework	for	defining	what	gives	an	author	his	or	
her	own	voice.	
	
Rather	than	dimensions	of	voice,	I	prefer	to	imagine	these	five	elements	as	
pillars,	as	this	reminds	us	that	an	author	needs	all	five	elements	in	place	to	
support	a	strong	voice,	otherwise	that	voice	is	lost	(see	Figure	5.1	below).	
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The	foundation	that	supports	each	of	those	five	pillars	is	the	author’s	
textual	style	(i.e.	the	set	of	product	features	and	benefits	that	make	the	
author’s	product,	or	text,	distinctive),	since	without	style	there	can	be	no	
voice.	What	I	am	also	arguing,	then,	is	that	without	the	bedrock	of	a	
distinctive	style,	none	of	the	other	pillars	of	voice	will	stand	up	to	any	
scrutiny.	
	
Figure	5.1:	Pillars	that	construct	voice	
	
Building	on	the	idea	that	translation	is	always	a	blend	of	voices,	it	follows	
by	definition	that	the	celebrity	translator’s	voice	in	any	given	play-text	
translation	must	always	be	rooted	in	some	way	in	the	source-text	
playwright’s	voice.	This	is	not	only	because	the	translation	is	always	based	
on	the	translator’s	assumptions	about	the	source-text	playwright’s	
communicative	intentions,	as	conveyed	by	his	or	her	style.	It	is	also	
because	readers	of	the	translation	can	probably	not	avoid	inferring	at	least	
some	of	the	source-text	playwright’s	voice	even	if	they	are	unable	to	read	
anything	that	that	author	has	written	in	his	or	her	own	language.	Simply	by	
virtue	of	being	classified	as	famous,	from	a	previous	era	or	foreign,	a	
source-text	playwright	will	give	rise	to	contextual	associations,	even	if	
these	might	only	remain	relatively	weak	for	a	proportion	of	the	audience.	
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While	the	notion	of	a	blend	of	voices	might	be	a	highly	theoretical	
construct,	it	can	at	least	help	us	to	think	about	the	different	ways	in	which	
the	celebrity	translator	and	source-text	playwright	complement	or	do	not	
complement	one	another,	to	say	nothing	of	the	way	in	which	it	can	help	us	
to	move	on	from	endless	debates	about	the	virtues	or	otherwise	of	
translator	visibility.	It	reminds	us	that	the	rationale	for	working	with	a	
celebrity	translator	is	that	such	a	translator	has	much	more	brand	capital	
than	an	unknown	translator	(i.e.	his	or	her	pillars	are	more	solid),	which	
hopefully	helps	to	ensure	that	a	production	enjoys	a	greater	public	profile	
and	higher	level	of	artistic	integrity	than	would	otherwise	be	the	case.	I	
also	believe	that	this	analysis	offers	a	new	slant	on	the	issue	of	voice	that	
can	be	usefully	applied	to	poetic	texts	of	all	kinds,	whether	translated	or	
not.	
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5.4	 Reviewing	the	theatre	translation	process	
	
The	process	and	ethics	of	theatre	translation	in	the	UK,	and	in	particular	
the	practice	of	using	literal	translations,	have	already	been	subject	to	
considerable	comment	and	criticism	over	the	years	among	UK-based	
scholars	(including,	to	name	just	a	few,	Bassnett	1986,	1998	and	2011,	
Upton	2000,	Perteghella	2004a	and	2004b,	Stock	2012	and	Brodie	2012b),	
translators	(e.g.	Rappaport	2001,	Gregory	2009	and	Bolt	2010),	playwrights	
(e.g.	Hampton	2011,	Stephens	2014c	and	2014d,	and	Hare	2016)	and	
journalists	(e.g.	Logan	2003,	Haydon	2014	and	Lawson	2014).	The	cases	for	
greater	status	(and	financial	reward)	for	literal	translators,	more	
collaboration	between	translators	and	other	agents	in	the	theatrical	
system,	and	more	public	awareness	of	the	value	of	theatre	translation	in	
the	broader	cultural	environment	have	been	argued	time	and	time	again,	
and	do	not	need	to	be	re-explored	here.	
	
Implicit	in	much	of	the	criticism	of	the	use	of	literal	translations,	
particularly	among	translators	and	scholars,	is	the	invisibility	of	the	literal	
translator	compared	with	the	often	monolingual	celebrity	translator:	yet	
another	example,	so	it	is	claimed,	of	the	undeservedly	low	status	attached	
to	the	art	of	translation	compared	with	the	accolades	heaped	on	the	
celebrity.	It	is	certainly	the	case	that	literal	translators	are	at	best	often	
relegated	to	the	bottom	of	a	list	of	credits	in	a	production,	and	at	worst	not	
mentioned	at	all.	Take	the	example	of	Simon	Stephens’s	A	Doll’s	House,	the	
programme	for	which	listed	literal	translator	Charlotte	Barslund	below	
every	other	person	involved	in	the	production.	Deborah	Gearing,	
meanwhile,	was	given	a	slightly	higher-profile	credit	for	her	literal	
translation	for	Mark	Ravenhill’s	A	Life	of	Galileo	in	the	programme	for	the	
RSC’s	original	Stratford-upon-Avon	production	in	2013,	but	was	then	not	
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mentioned	at	all	in	the	programme	for	the	production’s	subsequent	
nationwide	tour.	
	
Of	course,	much	of	this	agonising	about	the	lowly	status	of	the	literal	
translator	echoes	the	dismay	voiced	about	the	status	of	translators	in	
general,	whether	they	work	as	theatre,	literary	or	commercial	translators.	
Particularly	with	regard	to	literary	translation,	this	perceived	lack	of	status	
is	to	a	large	extent	symptomatic	of	the	bigger	issue	of	literary	translation	
not	being	seen	as	a	creative	process,	in	spite	of	the	various	arguments	from	
translation	scholars	over	the	years	that	translators	should	be	
acknowledged	as	creative	writers	in	their	own	right	(see	Boase-Beier	and	
Holman	1998,	Bassnett	and	Bush	2006,	Perteghella	and	Loffredo	2007,	and	
Wright	2016).	The	macro	problem,	here,	obviously,	is	that	translation	itself	
is	a	largely	invisible	activity,	either	because	of	publishing	practices,	which	
typically	foreground	the	author	of	the	source	text	rather	than	the	author	of	
the	target	text	(at	least	in	Western	societies),	or	because	the	skill	of	
transferring	a	text	from	one	language	to	another	is	one	that	is	typically	
poorly	understood,	especially	in	predominantly	monolingual	cultures	such	
as	the	UK.	
	
Having	said	this,	it	would	also	appear	the	case	that	both	the	academy	and	
the	theatrical	system	often	do	little	to	promote	the	process	and	art	of	
theatre	translation	to	the	wider	public.	Scholar,	journalist,	theatre	critic	
and	literary	translator	Joseph	Farrell,	for	example,	describes	the	literal	
translator	as	‘some	unfortunate	drudge	[…]	commissioned	to	provide	that	
most	mysterious	thing	–	a	literal	translation	–	to	which	a	star	name	will	add	
the	glitter	of	lilied	phrases	and	wittily	turned	dialogue’	(1996:	54):	a	view	
that	is	hardly	likely	to	encourage	translators	into	the	field	of	theatre	
translation.	Similarly,	theatre	scholar	and	translator	Maria	Delgado	
suggests	that	‘translators	too	often	just	serve	to	provide	a	first	draft	which	
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a	[well-known]	writer	then	appropriates’	(cited	in	Zatlin	2005:	26),	which	
fails	to	acknowledge	the	fact	that	the	literal	translation	remains	a	literary	
work	in	its	own	right,	even	if	one	with	a	very	different	skopos	from	the	
celebrity	translator’s	text	for	the	stage.	If	such	views	persist	among	
translation	practitioners	themselves,	it	is	little	wonder	that	other	agents	in	
the	theatrical	system,	including	audiences,	fail	to	have	more	interest	in	or	
respect	for	the	behind-the-scenes	translator.	
	
Here,	I	would	suggest	that	scholars’	and	translators’	repeated	focus	on	
issues	such	as	foreignisation	versus	domestication	or	translation	versus	
adaptation	does	little	to	further	the	ultimate	goal	of	theatre	translation,	
namely	to	bring	foreign-language	theatre	to	a	wider	audience	and	enrich	
the	target	culture.	This	is	to	say	nothing	of	the	impression	that	such	
inward-looking	process-dominated	discussion	is	likely	to	have	on	theatre	
audiences	in	the	way	that	it	potentially	perpetuates	the	popular	perception	
that	the	theatrical	system	is	highly	ego-driven.	This	is	not	to	say	that	there	
is	no	value	in	championing	the	role	of	the	theatre	translator	more	widely,	
but	rather	that	this	role	needs,	in	my	view,	to	be	presented	and	praised	as	
part	of	a	much	broader	network	of	collaboration	(see	Perteghella	2004a)	
rather	than	as	an	end	in	itself.	Such	a	network	should	also,	I	believe,	
actively	involve	audiences	as	well.	Here,	translators	and	translation	
scholars	could	learn	a	lot	from	Stephens’s	collaborative	approach	to	
stagecraft,	which	is	driven	as	much	by	pragmatism	as	idealism.	‘Theatre	in	
its	metabolism	is	an	optimistic	art	form,	because	it’s	built	on	collaboration.	
I	have	to	be	able	to	give	my	play	to	[the	director]	and	say,	I	don’t	think	
you’re	going	to	fuck	it	up.	He	has	to	give	it	to	the	actors	and	trust	them	not	
to	fuck	it	up.	Then	we	have	to	show	it	to	an	audience	and	trust	they	will	
accept	it	with	an	openness	of	mind’	(2012a:	n.p.).	
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I	would	also	argue	that	we	should	perhaps	not	feel	forced	(either	as	
scholars,	translation	practitioners	or	spectators)	to	agonise	so	much	about	
the	virtues	of	the	actual	process	of	translation	or	the	visibility	or	otherwise	
of	the	translation	or	the	translator.	The	bigger	issue	that	we	need	to	
explore	is	how	to	get	more	audiences	interested	in	translated	theatre	(i.e.	
theatre	from	cultures	that	speak	different	languages	from	our	own)	in	the	
first	place.	Once	this	is	achieved,	interest	in	and	respect	for	the	translator	
and	the	translation	process	(both	in	artistic	and	financial	terms)	will	be	
guaranteed.	As	Brodie	reminds	us,	‘teamwork,	provided	that	it	is	exposed	
to	view,	brings	the	act	of	translation	into	focus,	reminding	the	user	of	the	
intercultural	shift	taking	place’	(2012b:	229).	
	
Quite	how	realistic	such	a	shift	in	attitudes	might	be	in	a	market	such	as	
the	UK	is,	sadly,	still	open	to	question.	This	is	especially	so	in	an	era	both	of	
reduced	public	support	for	the	arts,	which	inevitably	reduces	the	scope	for	
the	theatrical	system	to	take	risks,	and	of	increasing	mechanisation	of	the	
translation	process,	which	is	already	having	an	impact	on	translation	for	
the	theatre.97	In	the	face	of	both	of	these	trends,	I	would	propose	that	
there	is	a	possible	need	to	rethink	the	role	of	the	literal	translator.	Building	
on	US	academic	and	theatre	translator	Phyllis	Zatlin’s	suggestion	that	‘the	
translator’s	contribution	may	be	similar	to	that	of	a	dramaturg	[…]	a	
consultant	to	a	theatre	company	who	knows	the	text	well	and	can	clarify	
details	for	the	actors	and	director’	(2005:	5),	I	would	argue	that	literal																																																									
97	As	UK	translation	and	theatre	scholar	Mark	O’Thomas	points	out,	machine	translation	is	
already	used	by	producing	theatres	such	as	London’s	Royal	Court	to	carry	out	an	initial	
screening	of	plays	that	are	submitted	(source:	personal	email	from	O’Thomas,	19	April	
2017).	It	is	therefore	not	entirely	unimaginable	that	machine	translation	might	soon	be	
used	to	carry	out	at	least	the	first	draft	of	an	entire	literal	translation.	While	such	a	
concept	might	initially	appear	abhorrent	to	literary	translators	(to	say	nothing	of	the	
impact	that	it	would	have	on	their	income	stream),	I	would	tend	to	concur	with	O’Thomas	
that	use	of	machine	translation	in	this	way	does	at	least	enable	access	to	works	that	might	
otherwise	never	be	translated	due	to	financial	constraints.	As	such,	then,	I	would	suggest	
that	this	should	perhaps	be	seen	as	a	positive	development,	and	one	that	could	potentially	
facilitate	exposure	to	a	broader	range	of	translated	theatre	in	the	UK	(see	also	O’Thomas	
2016).	
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translators	should	also	be	given	greater	scope	to	play	a	much	more	visible	
role	as	cultural	consultants	in	a	broader	context,	as	well	as	greater	credit	
for	the	value	that	they	can	add	to	the	overall	process	of	creating	theatre.		
	
Of	course,	the	notion	of	translators	as	cultural	facilitators	is	as	old	as	
translation	studies	itself,	and	Bassnett	and	Lefevere’s	call	for	the	study	
(and	thereby	the	practice)	of	translation	to	be	framed	as	the	study	(and	
thereby	the	practice)	of	cultural	interaction	was	made	as	long	ago	as	the	
1990s	(1998:	6).	Whether	the	academy	has	yet	to	fully	respond	to	this	call	
is	perhaps	a	matter	for	debate.	In	my	view,	what	is	still	lacking,	at	least	in	
the	UK,	is	an	opportunity	for	systematic	cross-disciplinary	study	of	
language,	cultural	studies,	translation	studies	and	theatre	studies.	Such	
study	could	help	to	train	a	new	generation	of	theatre	translators,	
multilingual	playwrights	and	directors,	as	well	as	inspire	more	culturally	
aware	audiences,	critics	and	producers	to	explore	foreign-language	theatre	
beyond	the	European	canon.	Here,	Sophie	Stevens’s	2014	project	at	King’s	
College	London,	which	involved	conducting	theatre	translation	workshops	
with	secondary	school	students	to	develop	those	students’	sensitivity	to	
issues	of	cultural	identity	and	interaction,	provides	a	valuable	template	for	
future	projects	in	this	area	(see	King’s	College	London	2014:	n.p.).		
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5.5	 Marketing	translated	theatre	
	
As	pointed	out	earlier,	without	an	audience	there	can	be	no	theatre.	Yet	
here	again,	it	is	concerning	that	there	is	in	some	circles	a	persistent	implicit	
suspicion	of	the	discernment	of	the	mainstream	or	mass-market	audience.	
Such	an	elitist	view	of	what	constitutes	theatre	of	artistic	worth,	and	
therefore	what	constitutes	plays	that	are	worthy	of	translation	in	the	first	
place,	can	at	worst,	I	fear,	perpetuate	the	myth	discussed	earlier	that	UK	
audiences	will	be	unwilling	to	investigate	theatre	by	unknown	foreign	
playwrights	because	of	their	wariness	of	the	foreign.	As	theatre	producer	
Rowan	Rutter	points	out,	‘difficult	theatre	isn’t	elitist,	it’s	the	idea	of	
difficult	that’s	elitist’.98	
	
Equally,	it	is	naïve,	and	even	dangerous,	to	assume	that	theatre	in	
translation	is	a	discrete	genre	that	requires	a	discrete	marketing	approach	
if	it	is	to	appeal	to	audiences.	Translated	plays	by	lesser	known	foreign	
playwrights,	such	as,	say,	B	by	Chilean	playwright	Guillermo	Calderón	and	
translated	by	William	Gregory	that	received	its	world	première	at	London’s	
Royal	Court	Theatre	in	2017,	clearly	has	very	little	in	common	with	more	
mainstream	foreign	theatre	in	translation,	such	as,	say,	Herbert	Kretzmer’s	
adaptation	of	Claude-Michel	Schönberg’s	and	Alain	Boubil’s	1980	musical	
Les	Misérables,	which	has	run	continuously	in	London	since	1985,	making	it	
the	world’s	longest-running	musical	(Cameron	Mackintosh	Overseas	2017:	
n.p.).	The	fact	that	both	have	more	in	common	with	works	by	British	
playwrights	in	their	same	genre	than	they	do	with	one	another	confounds	
the	notion	that	translated	theatre	should	be	viewed	any	differently	from	
English-language	theatre	in	terms	of	how	it	should	be	marketed	to	
audiences.																																																										
98	Source:	discussion	during	the	Brexit	the	Stage:	What	Next	for	British	Theatre	and	
Europe?	conference	at	the	Victoria	and	Albert	Museum,	London	on	22	April	2017.	
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Perhaps	of	greater	importance	in	the	context	of	Relevance	Theory	is	the	
notion	implicit	in	this	idea	of	difficult	that	translated	theatre	will	fail	to	
achieve	as	many	poetic	effects	in	the	target	culture	as	in	the	source	culture,	
and	that	this	will	limit	the	affective	response	to	and	appeal	of	foreign	
theatre	among	target-culture	audiences.	Such	perceived	ethnocentricity	
among	British	audiences	is,	I	believe,	not	only	a	false	assumption	but	also	a	
demeaning	one	since	it	implies	a	systematic	hierarchy	of	cultural	and	
aesthetic	sensitivity,	whereby	translated	theatre	will	only	appeal	to	
spectators	with	a	particular	level	of	education,	worldliness	or	discernment,	
and	only	spectators	in	this	category	will	fully	appreciate	such	theatre.	Such	
assumptions	perhaps	tell	us	more	about	the	holders	of	those	views	than	
about	audiences	themselves.	As	Clive	Scott	points	out	in	the	context	of	
poetry	translation,	the	multilevel	account	of	communication	(which	
assumes	that	there	are	a	number	of	levels	on	which	text	communication	
can	take	place)	is	a	dangerous	one.	
	
In	the	multilevel	account,	a	really	sensitive,	well-trained	reader	will	
be	able	to	capture,	for	example,	a	text’s	intertextual	allusions,	and	
rhythmic	and	acoustic	nuances	in	a	way	denied	to	a	less	informed	
or	responsive	reader;	but	this	latter	will	still	derive	benefit	from	the	
text,	albeit	at	a	different	(lower)	level	of	apprehension.	This	
approach	is	a	patronizing	one,	but,	more	dangerously,	it	is	a	
mechanistic	one:	it	assumes	that	all	readers	at	a	certain	level	have	
access	to	and	enjoy	the	same	experience	(2000:	5).	
	
The	same	could	be	said	of	the	often	patronising	assumptions	about	
spectators’	abilities	to	derive	any	aesthetic	reward	(however	we	might	
choose	to	define	that)	from	translated	theatre,	which	I	believe	still	often	
pervade	some	theatre	critics’	reviews,	and	also	cloud	some	theatre	
scholars’	judgments	about	audiences.	UK	theatre	scholar	Helen	
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Freshwater’s	view	in	this	respect	is	a	sobering	reminder	that	some	theatre	
scholars	perhaps	need	to	pay	greater	attention	to	non-scholarly	responses	
to	theatre.	
	
There	is	evidence	that	audiences	are	beginning	to	be	trusted	by	
practitioners	and	by	industry.	But	it	seems	that	theatre	scholars	
have	yet	to	develop	this	trust.	In	fact,	we	have	yet	to	step	up	to	the	
challenge	of	addressing	the	question	of	what	we	really	know	about	
what	theatre	does	for	those	who	witness,	watch	or	participate.	
Before	we	can	do	that,	we	need	to	challenge	the	mythologies	and	
disperse	some	of	the	mystification	which	surround	responses	to	
theatrical	performance	(2009:	74).	
	
The	fact	that	the	theatrical	system,	at	least,	is	placing	increasing	trust	in	
audiences	should	not	be	a	surprise	given	the	mass	of	data	that	it	can	now	
collect	on	potential	spectators’	likely	theatrical	tastes	and	preferences.	
Indeed,	the	tools	that	theatres’	marketing	departments	now	have	at	their	
disposal	for	actively	targeting	potential	spectators	via	social	media	mean	
that	marketing	departments	can	not	only	predict	what	is	likely	to	appeal	to	
audiences,	but	also	actively	manipulate	that	appeal.	As	Ravenhill	points	out,	
‘most	of	the	theatres	are	full	most	of	the	time,	which	is	absolutely	
extraordinary.	That's	a	combination	of	it	being	a	lot	easier	to	market	to	
people	–	you	can	target	people,	you	can	tell	the	people	you've	targeted	to	
come	along,	which	slightly	contradicts	access	policies,	because	actually	you	
work	out	who	the	audience	is	for	that	play	and	target	them,	but	it's	very	
effective’	(in	Needham	2012:	n.p.).	
	
In	this	respect,	I	believe	that	it	is	unfair	to	consider	marketing	as	
commodifying	or	over-commercialising	theatrical	works,	whether	
translated	or	not,	since	without	such	supposed	manipulation,	more	niche-
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appeal	productions	or	productions	outside	major	urban	conurbations	
would	not	be	commercially	viable	and	therefore	never	be	produced	in	the	
first	place.	Here,	I	would	concur	with	Rutter	that	risky	or	brave	theatre	is	
actually	only	ever	risky	or	brave	from	a	financial	rather	than	an	artistic	
point	of	view.99	If	marketing	effectively	enhances	the	appeal	of	translated	
theatre	among	potential	spectators	and	thereby	mitigates	the	financial	risk	
to	producers,	it	will	serve	to	fulfil	theatre’s	social	and	cultural	role	as	well	
as	satisfying	the	inevitable	commercial	demands	placed	upon	it.	Ultimately,	
then,	artistic	and	financial	success	should	be	seen	as	mutually	enriching	
rather	than	mutually	exclusive.	
	
	This	plea	for	a	more	favourable	view	of	marketing	of	the	arts	is	particularly	
apt	in	a	thesis	that	foregrounds	the	role	of	the	audience	given	the	fact	that	
audiences	themselves	are	often	an	important	marketing	tool	in	their	own	
right,	as	seen	in	my	analyses	of	spectators’	blogs	and	tweets	in	Chapters	3	
and	4.	As	Heim	reminds	us,	they	may	already	be	the	most	important	tool	of	
all.	
	
In	this	second	decade	of	the	twenty-first	century,	audience	word	of	
mouth	has	the	most	significant	impact	on	ticket	sales,	far	
surpassing	the	authority	of	the	traditional	theatre	critic.	Word	of	
mouth	has	always	swayed	audience	opinion	to	some	extent.	With	
the	emergence	of	new	digital	technologies	we	are	now,	however,	
documenting	what	were	formerly	only	oral	reviews	and	have	
evidence	of	the	large,	insightful	repertoire	of	criticisms	offered	by	
the	armchair	critic.	Criticisms	delivered	through	word	of	mouth	can	
be	ignored	or	forgotten.	Audience	word-of-tweet,	online	reviews,	
filmed	or	recorded	responses	are	far	more	tangible	and,	therefore,	
potent	(2016:	174).																																																									
99	Source:	as	above.	
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At	the	same	time,	we	should	not	forget	that	there	is	also	still	a	role	for	
more	traditional	word-of-mouth	audience	activity,	particularly	among	
spectators	bound	more	by	a	geographical	than	a	technological	cultural	
bond.	Here,	for	example,	expatriate	communities	living	in	the	UK,	who	may	
often	be	another	core	target	for	translated	theatre	in	the	UK	alongside	the	
native	English-speaking	audience,	might	often	be	reached	more	effectively	
by	word	of	mouth	than	by	online	activities.	This	has	implications	not	only	
for	the	marketing	of	translated	theatre	but	also	the	involvement	of	such	
communities	in	co-creating	and	hosting	theatrical	events	to	enhance	a	
sense	of	ownership:	and	not	only	in	the	UK’s	major	metropolitan	or	
cultural	centres	(consider,	for	example,	the	role	of	the	local	Portuguese	
diaspora	in	spearheading	visual	arts	events	during	the	2016	Great	
Yarmouth	Arts	Festival).	
	
As	already	noted	in	Section	5.3,	we	should	also	acknowledge	how	
marketing	terms	such	as	product,	brand	and	consumer	not	only	describe	
‘the	very	palpable	activity	of	exchange	that	occurs	between	audience	and	
the	box	office,	audience	and	merchandise,	and	audience	and	concession	
stand’	(Heim	2016:	130),	but	also	the	activity	of	exchange	that	occurs	in	the	
case	of	translated	theatre	between	the	text,	the	authors	of	that	text	(i.e.	
the	source-text	playwright	and	the	translator)	and	the	audience.	I	would	
argue	that	it	is	precisely	at	this	interface	that	celebrity	translators	can	play	
a	significant	role	in	the	UK	theatrical	system,	not	least	as	potent	publicity	
tools.	This	is	because	I	believe	that	celebrity	translators	feed	rather	than	
feed	on	audiences’	interest	in	translated	drama.	If	a	spectator’s	first	
exposure	to	classical	French	theatre	is	mediated	by	a	translator	such	as	
McGough	through	a	spectator’s	awareness	of	his	role	as	presenter	of	a	
Sunday	afternoon	radio	programme	on	poetry,	and	if	that	spectator	is	then	
motivated	to	explore	other	plays	in	this	and	other	genres	of	foreign	drama,	
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then	the	celebrity	translator	surely	deserves	praise	rather	than	damnation	
as	the	agency	responsible	for	bringing	a	new	audience	into	the	theatre.		
	
Here,	I	would	passionately	argue	that	celebrity	translation,	just	like	
translation	of	any	kind,	fosters	rather	than	stifles	creativity,	expands	rather	
than	limits	cultural	horizons,	and	invites	rather	than	inhibits	cultural	
interchange.	To	think	otherwise	is	not	only	intellectual	snobbery.	It	also	
fails	to	acknowledge	how	sustainable	cultural	shifts	of	any	kind	occur	(from	
the	bottom	up),	and	risks	a	return	to	the	age	of	theatre	being	the	exclusive	
province	of	a	cultural	élite,	which	would	be	in	nobody’s	interests:	neither	
the	theatrical	system’s,	nor	the	audience’s,	and	most	certainly	not	the	
translator’s.	
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5.6	 Call	to	action	
	
In	terms	of	the	research	gaps	that	remain,	I	would	suggest	that	the	most	
pressing	requirement	is	for	greater	exploration	of	celebrity	translators’	
works	in	performance.	This	would	enable	a	more	in-depth	study	of	the	
influence	that	staging,	casting	and	the	theatre	itself	have	on	spectators’	
contextual	associations	and	inferences.100	In	this	respect,	I	would	have	
liked,	for	example,	to	have	had	space	in	my	thesis	to	include	video	clips	
from	the	original	production	of	Stephens’s	A	Doll’s	House	staged	at	the	
Young	Vic	in	London,	a	performance	of	which	is	available	online		(at	
www.digitaltheatre.com)	to	either	rent	or	purchase.	After	all,	analysis	of	
the	performative	aspects	of	translation	is	essential	if	we	are	to	fully	
understand	and	theorise	the	phenomenon	of	celebrity	translation	in	the	
theatre.		
	
With	this	in	mind,	I	would	suggest	that	new	analytical	tools	are	required	in	
translation	studies	to	properly	evaluate	translations	that	exist	in	written,	
performed	and	reproducible	formats	and	that	take	account	not	only	of	
issues	such	as	the	re-reading	or	re-viewing	of	a	text	but	also	of	the	
different	cognitive	stimuli	that	might	be	triggered	when	spectators	are	
exposed	to	a	performance	in	isolation	(e.g.	at	home	in	front	of	their	
computer)	as	opposed	to	in	a	theatre.	Such	tools	might	increasingly	be	
required	if	the	theatrical	experience	itself	is	becoming	increasingly	diverse	
(e.g.	through	live	streaming	in	cinemas)	and	fragmented	(e.g.	through	
watch-on-demand	at	home).	
	
																																																								
100	Here,	of	course,	we	should	remember	that	some	theatres,	such	as,	say,	the	National	
Theatre	or	the	Royal	Court	in	London,	or	the	Swan	in	Stratford-upon-Avon	are	arguably	
celebrities	in	their	own	right	that	automatically	give	rise	to	a	wealth	of	cognitive	effects	
irrespective	of	what	is	happening	on	their	stages.	
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Of	course,	the	ultimate	analytical	construct	that	would	have	enhanced	this	
study	of	celebrity	translators	is	a	reliable	theory	of	how	the	mind	processes	
text	in	performance:	or	indeed	how	the	mind	processes	text	of	any	type.	
Yet	as	McConachie	points	out,	‘because	there	is	no	Grand	Theory	of	the	
Mind	in	cognitive	science	that	most	would	find	acceptable,	I	can	offer	no	
grand	theory	of	audience	cognition	for	performance’	(2008:	7).	Having	said	
this,	however,	we	should	not	underestimate	the	advances	that	cognitive	
neuroscientists	are	currently	making	in	understanding	how	the	brain	
actually	works.	The	implications	of	this	for	cognitive	linguistics	in	general	
and	Relevance	Theory	in	particular	are	clearly	immense,	and	suggest	that	
literary,	translation	and	theatre	scholars	might	soon	have	to	be	prepared	
to	reassess	some	of	their	ideas	about	how	receivers	infer	communication	
and	how	cognitive	stimuli	interact	with	one	another	to	create	affective	
responses.		
	
It	is	already	known,	for	example,	that	the	brain	enables	both	explicit	
memory	(when	we	can	make	the	link	between	how	we	have	responded	to	
a	current	stimulus,	and	what	prior	event	made	us	respond	in	that	way)	and	
implicit	memory	(where	we	are	unaware	of	why	we	have	responded	in	the	
way	that	we	have)	(see	McConachie	2008:	34-36).	So	far,	however,	
scientists	lack	a	complete	understanding	of	the	interplay	between	these	
two	functions,	which	is	what	will	help	us	to	explore	exactly	how	we	process	
new	stimuli.	Once	this	breakthrough	is	achieved,	many	of	my	own	findings	
and	insights	in	this	thesis	may	immediately	become	at	best	redundant	and	
at	worst	entirely	fallacious.	Until	such	time,	however,	I	trust	I	have	at	least	
set	the	scene	for	more	research	(and	ideally	more	collaborative	research	
between	translation	and	theatre	scholars)	into	the	reception	of	translated	
theatre	in	the	UK	and	the	factors	that	might	drive	more	favourable	
affective	responses	to	such	theatre.	
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Of	course,	conscious	control	of	how	we	infer	communication	is	probably	an	
illusion	–	in	the	same	way	that	we	are	deluded	if	we	think	we	have	
complete	control	over	our	opinions	in	an	era	in	which	the	communication	
that	we	receive	is	often	already	heavily	manipulated.	The	political	
earthquakes	of	2016	(the	results	of	the	UK’s	EU	referendum	and	the	US	
presidential	election)	have	aroused	intense	interest	among	scholars	and	
media	commentators	in	the	ways	in	which	data	companies	exploit	social	
media	to	influence	public	opinion	and	distort	our	perceptions	of	the	truth	
(e.g.	O’Neill	2016,	Davis	2017	and	Davies	2017,	to	name	just	a	few).		
	
The	techniques	that	such	data	companies	use,	however,	are	essentially	
only	more	sophisticated	versions	of	tools	that	advertisers	(including	
theatres	and	theatre	companies)	have	been	using	for	years	to	attract	
audiences	(and	that	have	long	formed	the	basis	of	the	analytical	tool	
ACORN	used	in	Chapter	2	to	determine	likely	audience	types	based	on	
cross-analysis	of	postcodes	and	known	concomitant	behaviour	and	
attitudes).	In	this	respect,	the	pull-factor	of	the	celebrity	translator	could	
arguably	also	be	seen	as	a	way	of	manipulating	an	audience’s	cognitive	
context.	With	this	in	mind,	then,	I	would	suggest	that	there	might	be	a	
need	for	more	research	into	the	ethics	of	celebrity	translation	in	the	light	
of	the	advances	in	marketing	sophistication	discussed	in	the	previous	
section.	
	
I	trust	that	future	research	will	rectify	the	bias	in	my	own	work	towards	
male	celebrity	translators	and	female	literal	translators.	It	would	certainly	
be	interesting	to	compare	these	celebrity	translations	with	texts	by	female	
celebrity	translators	to	examine	the	extent	to	which	gender	might	
influence	how,	why	and	what	celebrities	translate	for	the	theatre.101																																																									
101	Examples	of	female	celebrity	translations	for	the	British	stage	that	I	believe	would	be	
particularly	interesting	to	explore	in	this	respect	include	poet	and	playwright	Liz	
Lochhead’s	versions	of	Molière’s	Tartuffe	(1986)	and	Le	Misanthrope	(2002,	entitled	
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Certainly,	previous	research	into	the	role	of	gender	on	the	translation	
process	suggests	that	there	may	indeed	be	some	ideologically	rather	than	
biologically	driven	differences	between	genders	in	these	respects	(see	Von	
Flotow	1997	and	Leonardi	2007).	The	overlaying	of	the	construct	of	
celebrity	on	the	role	of	gender	on	translation	process	(and	all	that	it	implies	
in	terms	of	the	rationale	for	translating,	the	translation	choices	that	are	
made	and	the	public	response	to	the	translated	product)	would	make	for	a	
fascinating	area	of	research.	Might	male	or	female	celebrities	be	more	
assertive	in	imposing	their	own	stamp	on	their	texts,	or	which	gender	
might	audiences	unconsciously	expect	to	be	more	visible?	These	and	many	
other	gender-related	questions	will	hopefully	be	the	subject	of	future	
studies.		
	
The	gender	issue	might	also	be	interesting	to	explore	in	terms	of	the	
dynamics	of	the	collaboration	between	the	celebrity	translator	and	the	
director.	Here,	it	might	not	be	entirely	coincidental	that	the	directors	of	all	
three	plays	studied	in	this	thesis	were	women	(A	Life	of	Galileo	was	
directed	by	Roxana	Silbert,	Tartuffe	by	Gemma	Bodinetz	and	A	Doll’s	House	
by	Carrie	Cracknell).	According	to	Bull,	the	fact	that	women	have	become	
more	prominent	as	directors	in	British	theatre	since	the	start	of	the	new	
millennium	is	already	starting	to	have	an	effect	on	adaptations	of	canonical	
works	of	drama	in	the	UK,	with	a	more	collaborative	approach	emerging	in	
which	the	director	plays	an	increasingly	prominent	role	as	co-adaptor	and	
co-dramaturg	along	with	the	writer	of	the	play	text	(2016:	14):	a	
development	that	will	hopefully	go	some	way	towards	consigning																																																																																																																																														
Miseryguts),	playwright,	screenplay	writer	and	translator	Timberlake	Wertenbaker’s	
translations	of	Sophocles’	The	Thebans	(1992),	Elektra	(2010)	and	Antigone	(2011)	and	
Euripedes’	Hecuba	(2001)	and	Hippolytus	(2009),	playwright	and	scriptwriter	Anya	Reiss’s	
adaptations	of	Anton	Chekhov’s	The	Seagull	(2012),	Three	Sisters	(2014)	and	Uncle	Vanya	
(2014)	as	well	as	Frank	Wedekind’s	Spring	Awakening	(2014),	and	author	Rachel	Cusk’s	
version	of	Euripedes’	Medea	(2015).	Transgender	playwright	Jo	Clifford’s	adaptation	of	
Federico	García	Lorca’s	The	House	of	Bernarda	Alba	(2011)	would	also	be	an	extremely	
useful	case	study	with	regard	to	the	impact	of	gender	on	translation.	
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Bassnett’s	assertion	that	theatre	is	‘a	male	entity’	(1984:	462)	to	the	
history	books.	Bull	concludes	‘firstly,	that	questions	of	gender	and	gender	
imbalance	will	increasingly	develop	as	a	major	theme	in	new	
adaptations/performances	of	the	classics	[…]	and	secondly,	that	this	will	be	
reflected	in	changes	in	the	texts/performances	of	future	contemporary	
work’	(2016:	14).	I	would	suggest	that	these	issues	deserve	greater	
scholarly	examination,	both	in	themselves	and	as	part	of	a	broader	
exploration	of	the	celebrity	translator-director	dynamic.	
	
Finally,	I	firmly	believe	that	there	is	still	considerable	scope	for	using	
Relevance	Theory	more	systematically,	and	perhaps	also	more	critically,	as	
a	prism	through	which	to	study	not	only	translated	texts	but	also	the	
process	of	translation	itself.	The	only	English-language	academic	work	so	
far	dedicated	exclusively	to	translation	and	Relevance	Theory	is	Ernst-
August	Gutt’s	Translation	and	Relevance	(2000).	While	some	translation	
scholars	have	championed	Relevance	Theory	more	convincingly	(e.g.	José	
Mateo	Martinez	1998	and	2009,	Jean	Boase-Beier	2006a	and	2011,	and	Pál	
Heltai	2008),	the	theory	still	appears	to	have	had	relatively	little	impact	on	
translation	studies	as	a	discipline,	and	certainly	nothing	like	the	paradigm	
shift	that	it	brought	about	in	cognitive	stylistics.	This	is	in	spite	of	the	fact	
that	it	offers	a	highly	plausible	(and,	in	my	view,	accessible)	explanation	for	
how	receivers	of	communication	infer	the	meaning	of	that	communication,	
which	is	surely	the	notion	that	underpins	the	very	concept	and	practice	of	
translation.102	
	
																																																								
102	It	is	interesting	to	note	that	some	other	countries,	notably	Spain	and	Poland,	appear	to	
have	embraced	Relevance	Theory	more	widely,	not	least	because	of	the	way	in	which	
individual	linguistics	scholars	have	championed	the	theory	in	their	institutions	and	more	
widely	through	their	publications.	Key	figures	here	include	Manuel	Padilla	Cruz	at	the	
University	of	Seville,	Francisco	Yus	at	the	University	of	Alicante,	and	Ewa	Wałaszewska	and	
Agnieszka	Piskorska	at	the	University	of	Warsaw.	This	latter	institution	has	previously	also	
run	courses	on	Relevance	Theory	and	Translation	(see	University	of	Warsaw	2017:	n.p.).	
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In	general,	I	would	certainly	welcome	more	work	by	translation	scholars	
exploring	how	Relevance	Theory	can	help	us	to	better	understand	the	role	
that	the	receiver	of	a	translated	text	plays	in	constructing	the	meaning	of	
that	text:	in	other	words,	focusing	on	the	end-product	of	the	translation	
process	(the	receiver’s	response)	rather	than	on	the	process	itself.	More	
specifically	in	relation	to	theatre	translation,	this	would	surely	promote	
greater	interest	in	the	effects	that	a	translated	play	text	has	on	the	
spectator,	thereby	moving	the	focus	within	the	theatrical	system	away	
from	more	introspective	musings	on	the	creative	process	of	theatre	
production	or	the	preservation	of	aesthetic	value	for	its	own	sake.	After	all,	
a	text	with	no	receivers	has	no	aesthetic	value	whatsoever	as	it	cannot	give	
rise	to	any	poetic	effects	if	there	is	no	one	to	infer	them:	a	notion	that	
confounds	the	persistent	view	among	some	quarters	that	artistic	and	
audience	(i.e.	commercial)	considerations	are	mutually	incompatible.		
	
In	addition,	building	on	the	notion	in	Relevance	Theory	that	utterances	
(and	texts)	automatically	create	expectations	of	relevance	among	receivers,	
more	Relevance	Theory-based	research	may	help	translation	scholars	to	
better	explain	why	texts	are	translated	in	the	first	place.	Within	the	context	
of	theatre	translation,	this	could	in	turn	help	scholars	to	theorise	why	
certain	texts	are	translated	over	and	over	again	while	others	remain	
untranslated,	potentially	leading	to	a	reassessment	of	the	repertoire	of	
translated	theatre	available	to	audiences	in	the	UK.	A	more	audience-led	
approach	to	commissioning	translation	might	then	also	encourage	
producers	to	decide	which	foreign	plays	to	stage	in	the	UK	based	more	on	
the	affective	response	that	those	plays	have	met	with	in	the	source	culture	
than	on	their	assumed	artistic	and	cultural	merit	from	the	commissioner’s	
perspective:	in	other	words,	what	can	an	audience	do	with	this	play,	rather	
than	what	can	this	play	do	for	an	audience?	
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In	the	meantime,	I	trust	that	my	insights	into	the	role	of	the	celebrity	
translator	in	enhancing	spectators’	affective	response	to	translated	plays	
will	in	some	small	way	pave	the	way	towards	the	promotion	of	a	greater	
variety	of	translated	theatre	in	the	UK:	not	only	daring	reinventions	of	
canonical	texts,	but	also	exciting	interpretations	of	new	plays	by	
contemporary	foreign	playwrights	that	challenge,	inspire	and	enrich	
audiences,	and	that	inspire	those	audiences	in	some	way	to	reassess	their	
existing	conceptions	of	the	foreign	and	the	translated.	Because,	as	
Stephens	reminds	us,	that	is	precisely	what	theatre	of	any	kind,	translated	
or	otherwise,	should	aim	to	achieve.	
	
The	whole	point	of	theatre	is	to	make	people	different,	to	change	
people.	Its	main	responsibility	should	be	that	the	people	who	leave	
the	theatre	at	the	end	of	the	night	should	in	some	small	way	be	
different	people	to	when	they	came	into	the	building	at	the	
beginning	of	the	night	(cited	in	Thompson	2014:	n.p.).			 	 	
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